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His stories were what frightened people worst of all. Dreadful stories they 
were—about hanging, and walking the plank, and storms at sea, and the 
Dry Tortugas, and wild deeds and places on the Spanish Main. 


ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON, TREASURE ISLAND 


FOREWORD 
by Clive Cussler 


Ships and their crews have been sailing off into oblivion since the dawn of 
recorded history. Through the millennia, more than a million ships have 
sunk or gone missing, along with untold numbers of their crews. A million 
ships is an impressive statistic not believed by most landsmen. Yet, to call 
the seven seas a vast cemetery is an understatement. 


During the ages, storms have wreaked havoc on entire fleets, some 
consisting of more than a thousand ships, that were torn apart and hurled to 
the bottom. The first tragedy may have taken place when one of our Cro- 
Magnon ancestors happily discovered he could float on water atop a log, at 
least until he fell off and drowned. From that time forward, huge ships, 
small boats and men have vanished in an unending surge beneath the waves 
into dark watery depths that have yet to resurrect their dead. 


Except for divers holding their breath and diving in shallow water, 
shipwrecks seemed as impossible to reach and touch as a rock on the moon. 
Finally, less than two hundred years ago, divers in hard hats, breathing air 
pumped down from the surface, started working on the sea bottom and 
riverbeds. At long last, the sea begrudging began to give up her secrets. 


Treasure and salvage came into their own. Salvage became a thriving 
enterprise, while treasure hunting was about as hit or miss as buying stocks 
in a bear market. Suddenly, shipwrecks in shallower waters became 
accessible. The boom was on, and shipwrecks were discovered and studied 
in a prodigious number of projects. Soon, modern technology enabled the 
salvage of wrecks thousands of feet deep beneath the sea’s surface. 


The dead in the depths of the sea have no tombstones, no grave markers, 
nothing to identify their remains that quickly cease to exist. There is an 
eerie feeling about diving on a shipwreck. You can sense the presence of the 
crew that died with the ship. A wizened old diver once said that swimming 
through a shipwreck was like walking through a haunted house. 


The last to come on the underwater scene were the marine archeologists. 
These are about as strange and diverse people as you could ever hope to 
meet. They seldom become wealthy, and their main claim to fame is in their 
reports on shipwreck explorations, surveys and artifact removal for 
conservation and study. Some publish books on their expeditions, some 
teach, while many work in the commercial end, surveying for government 
or private corporations that develop properties along waterfronts which 
might contain history. Not until an accredited archeologist declares the site 
free of historical artifacts can they begin construction. 


Nautical archeologists fight like the furies to preserve a wreck and keep 
it out of the hands of salvers, treasure hunters and sport divers who are out 
to pillage shipwrecks of historic significance. Mostly they win, but often 
they lose the battle to protect a wreck from looters. Their biggest problem is 
money. Few state, local and federal government agencies have the funding 
to preserve shipwrecks, so the archeologists squeak by on shoestring 
budgets from one project to the next. 


One who has made a difference is Jim Delgado, a man whose dedication 
and hard-earned efforts have made a contribution to the field of nautical 
archeology that cannot be equaled. Of all the archeologists I’ve known in 
my years of chasing after historical shipwrecks, he is one of the few who 
has his feet on the ground and knows more about lost ships than the 
Congressional Library and Lloyd’s of London wrapped up together. His 
exploits beneath the sea have become legendary. 


I’m honored and privileged to call him a friend. 


INTRODUCTION 
THE GREAT MUSEUM of the SEA 


For the last thirteen years, I have shared my passion for the past with the 
public through books and newspaper articles, as a television “talking head” 
and host, and as a museum director. After I learned how to dive and 
embarked on a career with the U.S. National Park Service, I traveled the 
United States, and then the world, in search of shipwrecks. Not all of them 
were famous, but in the last few decades, the wrecks I’ve been privileged to 
see and explore have included some notable ones. But what really keeps me 
fired up with a passion for the past are the connections to everyday people 
like you and me. Often, it’s an unidentified wreck or the mute evidence of a 
life forever interrupted that moves me, and grounds the scientist in the firm 
reality of the human condition. Recently, I’ve enjoyed a new set of 
adventures “in search of famous shipwrecks,” thanks to John Davis, 
producer of the National Geographic International television series The Sea 
Hunters. Working with John, together with co-host and famous novelist, 
raconteur and shipwreck hunter Clive Cussler, master diver Mike Fletcher, 
his diving son Warren and a great crew behind the camera, is a wonderful 
experience. We’ve made dives on many of history’s legendary ships, from 
Titanic to lost warships and fabled fleets like the one Kublai Khan sent to 
conquer Japan in 1274. It’s great fun to work with Clive, whose passion is 
wrecks, particularly finding them when no one else can. With his blessing, 
we’ ve joined the extended National Underwater and Marine Agency 
(NUMA) family that he founded, working in the field as more of his “sea 
hunters” scouting the world’s waters for shipwrecks. 


In those seven seas, we’ve encountered history and the stories of the 
people who make history. Part of the record of humanity’s achievements, its 
triumphs and tragedies, rests out of sight on the seabed: the greatest 
museum of all lies at the bottom of the sea. My desire to see and touch the 
past and share it with others continues thanks to the friends and colleagues 
who have joined me on the ongoing quest. What I’ve learned along the way 
from these shipwrecks, both the unknown and the famous, is that they all 
have tales to tell. Sometimes their broken bones tell me who they are and 


how they died. Sometimes the story of their birth, their careers and the 
personalities who sailed in them also come to light, resurrected from the 
darkness of the deep or the back rooms of an archive. Nearly every time I 
dive, I am reminded of archeologist Howard Carter’s famous comment at 
the door to Tutankhamen’s tomb. No one had passed that threshold in 
thousands of years. Carter opened a small hole and held up a light as he 
peered into the darkness of millennia, now briefly illuminated again. “What 
do you see?” he was asked. “Wonderful things,” he answered. 


No matter how many times I dive, how many shipwrecks I see, the awe, 
the excitement, the thrill of discovery, are always there. I, too, see 
wonderful things. And as an archeologist, educator and museum director, I 
bring back to the surface what I have seen. I bring back photographs, 
images, impressions, stories and, occasionally, items—artifacts—to share 
with others. I only raise an artifact after I or my colleagues have studied it 
on the bottom, mapped it, photographed it and learned how the piece fits 
into the puzzle that is the wreck as a whole. I raise artifacts that have the 
power to tell a story and place them in the laboratory for treatment, where 
the ravages of the sea and time are halted or reversed, so that they can go on 
display in public museums. There, artifacts—the “real thing” of history, 
history that people can see with their own eyes—make the past come alive. 


I have had the privilege of diving on wrecks around the world and 
bringing their stories back from the ocean’s floor. From 1982 to 1991, asa 
member of a U.S. National Park Service team called the Submerged 
Cultural Resources Unit, I dived with a group of men and women 
committed to preserving shipwrecks and telling their stories. They included 
iron-hulled sailing ships swept onto Florida reefs by hurricanes, ocean 
steamers strewn along rocky shores on both coasts of the Americas, 
wooden-hulled schooners sunk in the Great Lakes and warships on the 
bottom of the Pacific. We mapped, photographed, researched, studied and 
then shared what we learned with the public through museum displays, 
books and magazine articles, television screens and newspapers. Since 
leaving government service thirteen years ago to become the director of a 
maritime museum, I have continued to dive and study wrecks. Now, thanks 
to The Sea Hunters show and its television audience of forty million people 
around the world, I have an even greater ability to share these exciting 
discoveries. 


James Delgado in the water examining the Civil 
War-era submarine Sub Marine Explorer. Marc 
Pike 


I have dived on many ships in the past two and a half decades. They 
include the Civil War gunboat uss Pickett in North Carolina, the 
Revolutionary War transport HMS Betsy (sunk at the Battle of Yorktown in 
1788), the steamship Winfield Scott (lost off the California coast during the 
gold rush) and the aircraft carrier Saratoga (swamped and partly crushed in 
a 1946 atomic test at Bikini Atoll). I have dived in the freezing waters of 
the Arctic to study the wreck of Maud, the last command of polar explorer 
Roald Amundsen. There are many others, and you are about to share those 
adventures in the pages that follow. 


Sadly, in those same years, I have also seen serious damage done to 
wrecks by thoughtless souvenir seekers and treasure hunters. In Mexico, 
while studying the wreck of the brig Somers—the only ship in the U.S. 
Navy to suffer a mutiny and whose story inspired Melville to write Billy 
Budd—I discovered that souvenir hunters had ripped into the ship’s stern, 
taking some of the small arms, swords and the ship’s chronometer. We 
never got them back. They either crumbled into dust without treatment, or 
were treated and sold on the black market. This happens too often. I also 
have watched countless auctions of artifacts from shipwrecks, raised by 
treasure hunters and sold off to the highest bidder, usually not museums, as 
most museums will not participate in activities that turn archeological relics 
into commodities for sale. Our role is to encourage understanding and 
appreciation of the past, of other cultures and of who we are. We work to 


encourage science and knowledge. Wrenching a porthole off a wreck or 
digging into a ballast pile on the bottom to take a copper spike home is as 
wrong as systematically mining a wreck of its artifacts and then selling 
them off with some hype, often abetted by the media. 


A few years ago, I went on a trip to Bermuda, a graveyard of lost ships 
and home to one of the world’s great maritime museums. In a souvenir 
shop, I saw a brick with a maker’s stamp from San Francisco. I had only 
seen that stamp once before, in the ballast of a mid-nineteenth century 
wreck in the North Pacific that I was still trying to identify. I asked where 
the brick came from. “A shipwreck off the coast,” I was told. Did they 
know what ship? Where had it come from? How old was it? How had this 
brick from far-off San Francisco reached the Caribbean? Where had the 
wrecked ship gone in her travels? The shopkeeper didn’t know. A local 
diver had pulled it off the bottom a long time ago, and others had followed 
to strip the wreck clean. The souvenir shop, and others like it, had been 
selling bits and pieces of the wreck to tourists for years. This was an 
opportunity lost, a story never told. The divers, the shops, the buyers who 
wanted a “piece of the past,” had scattered the pieces of the puzzle all over 
the globe, and now the puzzle will never be assembled to reveal the whole 
picture. 


It is those pictures, the connections that these wrecks have not just to the 
great sweep of history but to individual lives, to stories of people like you 
and me, that compel me to explore and investigate. My life has been 
defined by a quest to learn about the past and share it. This is the story of 
that quest, as related by the stories of the lost ships in the great museum of 
the sea. 


CHAPTER ONE 
GRAVEYARD of the PACIFIC 


OFF CAPE DISAPPOINTMENT, WASHINGTON 


The long, uninterrupted swells of the north Pacific gather momentum as 
they surge eastward across thousands of miles of open water to break, 
finally, on the shoals and rocks of the northern coast of the American 
continent. On that rough and savage shoreline is the mouth of the 
Columbia, the great and mighty river that divides Oregon and Washington. 


At the mouth of the Columbia, buttressed by the two small settlements of 
Astoria, Oregon, and Ilwaco, Washington, the river’s burden of silt and sand 
spreads out into the ocean, forming a massive “bar” at the entrance. The 
bulk of the bar catches the force of the open sea, and as a result the 
transition zone from ocean to river is a dangerous one that surprises unwary 
mariners—the area is a graveyard of ships drowned by the force of huge 
waves that surge over the bar’s shallows. More than two thousand vessels, 
from mighty square-riggers and freighters to hardworking fish boats, have 
been caught in the bar’s trap and lost, along with countless lives. And yet, 
because this bar is an obstacle that must be overcome to engage in trade on 
the Columbia, with its ports full of produce, wheat, lumber and fish, for 
more than two centuries seafarers have braved it and their chances to enter 
the great river of the west. 


Efforts to make the passage safer commenced in the mid-nineteenth 
century with the installation of a lighthouse at Cape Disappointment and 
continued with the construction of breakwaters and the marking of a 
channel through the shoals. But the power of nature can never be tamed, 
and the government’s money has perhaps more effectively been spent 
upholding the century-old traditions of the United States Life-Saving 
Service and its successor, the U.S. Coast Guard. There is no rougher or 
more dangerous place to ply the trade of the lifesaver than here, at the 
mouth of the Columbia, a grim reality measured by the memorials to those 
who laid down their own lives so that others might survive, and by the fact 


that it is here that America’s lifesavers come to learn their trade at Cape 
Disappointment’s National Motor Lifeboat School. It is not for the faint of 
heart or the timid—the sea is a rough teacher, and the Columbia River bar, 
if you relax your guard, will kill you. 


All of these thoughts, and the lessons of history evident in the lists of 
lost ships and images of crushed, broken and mangled hulls, fill my head as 
the Coast Guard’s motor lifeboat pitches and rolls on the bar. The lifeboat 
lifts high on a wave, into the bright blue sky, before dropping into the 
trough of the next wave, so that all I see is the dark gray-green water 
towering high above, blocking out the sun. Then, as the boat turns, the 
water crashes down, swirling and thundering as it sweeps over the deck. 
Then, suddenly, it is gone, as the plucky lifeboat sheds the sea and gives 
itself a shake, just like a dog, and climbs the next wave. It is both terrifying 
and exhilarating. The skill of the Coast Guard coxswain and the fact that 
I’m dressed in a survival suit with a crash helmet on my head and am tied 
down to the deck by a harness that tethers me tightly so that even if I fall I 
will not be swept away, add to my confidence. My fellow archeologists 
share a shaky grin with me, savoring the risk while not acknowledging the 
fear in our eyes. 


The hours we spend in this lifeboat experiencing the waters of the bar 
are a lesson in the power of the sea and the danger of the Columbia’s 
entrance, courtesy of the Coast Guard and the commander of the “Cape D” 
station, Lieutenant Commander Mike Montieth. Our team, assembled by 
the National Park Service (Nps), has come here to the graveyard of the 
Pacific to dive on a recently discovered wreck that may just be the earliest 
one yet found on this coast, the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) supply ship 
Isabella, lost on the Columbia bar in 1830. Montieth, who has already 
visited the wreck, has arranged this no-holds barred introduction to the 
Columbia so that we might better understand the dynamic and violent 
environment in which we are about to dive. As we ride the roller-coaster 
seas off Cape Disappointment, the team gains a new perspective on the 
predicament of Captain William Ryan and Isabella’s crew more than 150 
years ago. 


ISABELLA: COLUMBIA RIVER, MAY 3, 1830 


The Hudson’s Bay Company supply ship Isabella had survived a long and 
hard six-month voyage from London’s docks to the “North West Coast,” 
marked by rough seas, a stormy passage around Cape Horn that had 
damaged the ship and a mutinous carpenter whom Captain William Ryan 
had clapped in irons for several weeks. Scanning his chart, Ryan squinted at 
the coast. For over a day, they had maneuvered off Columbia’s bar, 
searching for the channel and a safe entrance. Now, in the predawn 
darkness, Ryan saw a point of land that he was certain had to be Cape 
Disappointment. Turning to first mate William Eales, he gave the order to 
head into the channel. 


Now, the end of the voyage was in sight. Ryan’s orders were to slowly 
work Isabella up the Columbia River for no miles to Fort Vancouver, the 
Pacific coast headquarters of the Hudson’s Bay Company. There, he would 
discharge his cargo of trade goods and take on bundles of valuable fur, 
gathered by trappers and traders, for the return trip to England. 


But as Isabella sailed across the bar, Ryan immediately realized that he 
had made a mistake. The sea surged and rolled over the shallows, picking 
up the ship and hurtling it towards a patch of broken water. They were not 
in the channel, but on the bar itself. Then Isabella hit hard at the stern. 
“She’s not answering the helm,” shouted the mate. Looking over the stern, 
Ryan saw broken pieces of the rudder swirling in the sea. Without her 
steering, the ship swung wildly. Waves crashed over the side and filled the 
deck with masses of water. As each wave rolled over the ship, Isabella 
pounded hard on the sand. Ryan had to act quickly, or the ship would be 
lost. Using the sails to catch the wind and steer off the bar was his only 
chance. But first, the crew had to lighten the ship. Pinned by her heavy 
cargo, Isabella was slowly sinking into the sand as the waves washed 
around the hull. 


The men set to work, heaving overboard piles of lumber stacked on the 
deck. With axes, they smashed open the heavy water casks to empty them. 
Then, laboring in the surging surf, they dumped 30 tons of cargo and stores 
into the sea, but still Isabella would not budge. As the sun climbed into the 
sky, Ryan saw that they were stuck fast and pounding hard, and that water 
was flooding into the hold. He later explained to his superiors that as “there 
appeared little prospect of saving her and being surrounded by heavy 
breakers fearing she would drive on shore into them when it would be 


impossible to save ourselves,” he gave the order to abandon ship. Grabbing 
what they could, the crew piled into the ship’s two boats and dropped into 
the sea. “Pull! Pull for your lives!” the mate roared as the boats climbed one 
breaker, then another, and Isabella disappeared behind them in the towering 
waves. 


The men strained at the oars until the boats at last pulled free of the 
breakers and flying surf. Wiping the stinging salt water from his eyes, Ryan 
scanned the horizon. Darkness had fallen, and along the shore, he saw fires 
blazing up. Some of the men saw them, too, and muttered among 
themselves. Ryan’s voice, loud and clear, reassured them: “We are strangers 
in this uncivilized country, and we shall not land, lest we be murdered by 
the natives.” Just the year before, the Hudson’s Bay Company supply ship 
William and Ann had wrecked on the Columbia bar, and none of the crew 
had survived. The headless body of her captain, identified by his blue 
uniform jacket, had borne mute witness to what the HBC was sure was the 
savagery of the neighboring Clatsop people. A search of the native village 
had turned up items from the wreck, and the HBc men had bombarded the 
Clatsop with cannon fire to punish them for pilfering the wreck. 


Watching the fires on the beach, Ryan shivered at the thought of landing 
and falling into the hands of the Clatsop, having “heard such evil reports of 
the savage character” of the natives. So Isabella’s crew headed up the river 
to Fort Vancouver. It took them a full day to reach the fort. 


At Fort Vancouver, Ryan and his men reported to Dr. John McLoughlin, 
the chief factor, or head of the fort, and the officer in charge of the 
Hudson’s Bay Company’s activities on the Pacific coast. Tall, with a full 
head of flowing white hair, McLoughlin represented what was then the 
most powerful commercial interest on the continent. Chartered in 1670 by 
King Charles n as the “Company of Adventurers of England trading into 
Hudson’s Bay,” the Hudson’s Bay Company had royal authority to exploit 
the resources of a vast area that stretched from the shores of Hudson Bay to 
encompass much of what eventually would become Canada and some of the 
United States. 


The HBc’s first ship on the coast was the 161-ton, Bermuda-built brig 
William and Ann, which started operating in 1824. But the coastal trading 
effort, as well as the annual supply of Fort Vancouver, had been dealt a 
serious blow when William and Ann wrecked at the mouth of the Columbia 


River on March 10, 1829, with the loss of the entire crew and most of the 
cargo. To replace her, the HBC bought Isabella, a four-year-old 194-ton brig, 
for the tidy sum of £2,900 in October 1829. Isabella was loaded with a 
diverse and expensive cargo that reflected the needs of Fort Vancouver’s 
growing agricultural and industrial community: tools, medicines, preserved 
foods, lead and pig iron, paint and stationery supplies. She was also loaded 
with the commodities of the fur trade: guns, ammunition, blankets, beads, 
copper cooking pots, candles, mirrors, tinware, buttons, combs, tobacco and 
tea. 


Following right after the wreck of William and Ann, the loss of Isabella 
was a serious blow. But McLoughlin’s consternation turned to rage the day 
after Ryan and his shipwrecked crew arrived at Fort Vancouver. Messengers 
from Fort George, a small Hudson’s Bay Company outpost at the 
Columbia’s mouth, reported they had seen Isabella enter the wrong channel 
and become stranded on the bar. They had raced to the brig’s assistance and 
lit a fire to signal Ryan, but the captain had mistaken it for marauding and 
murderous natives and had fled up the river with his crew. In the moming, 
the Fort George men had boarded Isabella and found that the ship and her 
cargo were aground but reasonably safe, then sent word to McLoughlin. 


Furious, McLoughlin sent the hapless Ryan and his crew back down the 
river to their ship to save what they could. In a letter to his superiors, he 
reported: “When Capt. Ryan arrived here he could not distinctly ascertain 
where he had left his vessel... it was only when I received Mr. Mansons 
[report] I actually learnt where she was and if Capt. Ryan had remained on 
board with his crew it is certain the vessel would have been saved as on the 
turn of the tide they had only to slip her cable and she would have drifted 
into smooth water.” 


When Ryan and his crew arrived back at the wreck, they found Isabella 
on her side on a small island just inside the river’s mouth. She was full of 
water and, as the incoming tide washed away the sand that swirled around 
the hull, was slowly being swallowed up. The first task was to save the 
valuable cargo still inside the brig. 


The next few days were spent stripping the wreck. The masts and rigging 
were chopped free and stacked on the island, and the crew began to unload 
the cargo from the dark, wet confines of the hold. Work stopped each day at 
high tide, when the heavy surf that broke over the capsized hulk made it 


dangerous to even approach the wreck. The hold flooded each day, making 
each day a repetition of pumping. After two weeks of back-breaking work, 
Isabella was at last emptied and the task of trying to save the dismasted hull 
began. 


But the sand and the sea would not relinquish the wreck. A survey on 
May 24 found the brig settled into a deep hole, the hold full of water, beams 
cracked, decks and bulwarks washed away, and the hull beginning to crack 
in half. It was hopeless, and the surveyors wrote to McLoughlin that any 
attempts to save Isabella “would be an unnecessary sacrifice of labour... as 
we consider her a total wreck.” With that, the ship was abandoned to the 
water and the sands of the Columbia bar. 


ON THE WRECK OF ISABELLA 


Although the sands of the bar had swallowed Isabella, occasionally they 
washed away to expose some broken timbers. Charts from 1880 to 1921 
mark a wreck at the site where, in September 1986, Daryl Hughes, a 
commercial fisherman, snagged his nets. Other fishermen had snagged nets 
there, but Hughes was the first to send down a diver, who reported that 
Hughes’s net was wrapped around the hull of a wooden ship. Hughes, who 
knew the river’s history, thought that he might have found Isabella and 
reported the discovery to the Columbia River Maritime Museum, just across 
the river from the wreck site. 


The museum’s curator, Larry Gilmore, enlisted the support of a number 
of people, notably Mike Montieth, the Coast Guard commander of the 
“Cape D” station. An avid wreck diver himself, Montieth led a group of 
volunteers on a series of explorations of the wreck. In the murky darkness, 
Montieth began to sketch out the sloping sides of a wooden ship with a 
series of what looked like gun ports, a discovery that puzzled the 
investigators. Perhaps the hulk emerging from the sand wasn’t Isabella after 
all, but uss Peacock or uss Shark, two warships lost on the deadly 
Columbia River bar in 1841 and 1846. A sand-encrusted cutlass from Shark 
and a rock with a message carved into it by the survivors of that wreck are 
among the prize exhibits at the Columbia River Maritime Museum, relics of 
one of the hundreds of ships lost at this graveyard of the Pacific. 


To help resolve the questions, our National Park Service team was called 
in. The team leader, Daniel J. “Dan” Lenihan, who is an intensely focused, 
hardworking archeologist with a quiet demeanor, created the U.S. 
government’s first field team of underwater archeologists. The work of Dan 
and his team has also revolutionized underwater archeology in the United 
States, both in the way that work is done in the water and how archeologists 
think about shipwreck sites. 


The team that assembles at Astoria in August 1987 includes Dan Lenihan, 
myself and another adjunct member of his team, Larry Nordby, who looks 
like a Viking and whose skill in the science of archeology is enhanced by 
the ability to measure and draw the remains of ships on the bottom in the 
worst possible conditions. We three are joined by volunteers—Mike 
Montieth, local shipwreck historian and wreck diver James Seeley White, 
and other local divers who have already been exploring the wreck of 
Isabella. 


As we gear up on the boats that are tied off the line that Mike has rigged 
to the wreck, he and Dan brief us. The wreck lies in only 48 feet of water on 
a hard sand bottom. That’s the easy part. The tough part is that the current 
rips through at such a fast pace that a diver can’t hold on when the tide ebbs 
and flows, so we can only go in the water at slack tide, when the current 
dies down to a dull roar. It’s also dark down there. Mud in the water near 
the surface blocks the light, so we have to feel our way over the broken 
wooden hulk, guided by a flashlight that illuminates just a few yards ahead. 
Then there are the fishing nets and crab pots caught on the ship’s protruding 
timbers, along with fishing line drifting in the current, to snag dive gear and 
unwary divers. 


This is not going to be easy. In fact, I’m scared, but not enough to stay 
out of the water. We all jump in and make our way to the buoy that marks 
the wreck. The current tugs and pulls at us. Dan looks carefully at each one 
of us, checking to see if we’re ready. With a series of nods, we vent the air 
from our buoyancy compensating vests and start down the line, into the 
dark water. 


The green water becomes gray and then black. Then, suddenly, I land on 
a thick wooden beam, encrusted with barnacles and wrapped with the buoy 


line. I’m on the wreck. Mike and the other divers have done an excellent 
job of sketching the basic outline of the wreck—the curving side of the hull, 
with ports open in what may be two rows. I turn and put my face close to 
the hull to examine it better, then switch on my light and follow Larry and 
Dan as we make a quick inspection of the hull. It is clearly half of a ship, 
with broken beams and timbers indicating where the decks were. From the 
weather deck to the bottom of the hull, this half is nearly complete, though 
we don’t yet know which side of the ship it is. Later dives will confirm that 
it is the starboard, or right-hand side, of the wreck. 
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A site map of Isabella as the wreck looked in 
1987. National Park Service 


Dan has asked me to take a careful look at the ports to see if they are for 
guns. Six of them, in a row, line the hull below the level of the deck. They 
are small square ports—they seem too small to be for guns, I think—and I 
run my gloved hand along the top of one to check for hardware or the hole 
for a lanyard to pull open a gun port. The wood is solid, and there is no 
evidence of hinges or other hardware. They look to be cargo ports—square 
holes cut to load bulk cargo like coal or grain, then plugged with wood and 
caulked for the voyage. To make sure, I inspect each one. My reward for 
this meticulous work is a sudden encounter with the rotting head of a 
salmon, stuck in a wad of net inside one of the ports, its empty eye sockets 
staring at me as | stick my head into the port. It gives me a start, and I hit 
my head on the top of the narrow aperture and curse. 


Dropping further down, I look for the second row of ports. I find only 
one opening, and after examining it closely, I decide that this is not a port. It 
is a roughly square hole that has been cut into the side of the ship. The 
rounded corners indicate that an auger was used to drill through the thick 
planks. The preservation of the wood, buried in sand and kept intact by the 
brackish water of the river where wood-eating organisms cannot survive, is 
remarkable; taking off my glove, I can feel the edges where a saw has bitten 
into the wood to cut out the hole. Some of the edges of the planks are 
splintered, as if an axe was used to help open up the hole. I smile, for this, I 
am sure, proves the wreck is Isabella. 


How do I know? The Hudson’s Bay Company kept Isabella’s logbook, 
which Captain Ryan had saved from the wreck and in which he made 
entries each day as they labored to save the brig and her cargo, ending only 
when it was apparent she was doomed. While reading a copy of the ship’s 
log in preparation for the expedition, I learned that the ship’s carpenter had 
cut a hole in the side. As my fingers trace his crude but effective handiwork 
in the gloom at the bottom of the Columbia, I think back to that journal 
entry: “Cut a hole in the side to let the water out, so that we could better get 
at the cargo.” 


Dan is signaling that it’s time to surface. As we climb out, there are grins 
all around. This wreck, dark and dangerous as it is, is fascinating. The next 
few days quickly fall into a routine of early morning breakfasts at a small 
fishermen’s restaurant and two dives a day, which is all we can manage 
because of the currents and tides. 


On one of these dives, I nearly become part of the wreck. Working in the 
darkness to map the wreck, Larry and I are signaled by Dan to get back to 
the line. The current has picked up slightly ahead of schedule, and we’ve 
got to surface. As we slowly work our way up the line, the current hits hard, 
and we have to hold on with both hands to fight the current to reach the 
boats. I’m the last one up. Exhausted, I stand on the ladder at the stern of 
Jim White’s boat. Forgetting my training, I pull off my mask and spit out 
my regulator. Instead of climbing up or handing up my weight belt or tank, 
I reach down and pull off my fins, one at a time. I fumble the last fin. As I 
reach out to catch it, the weight of my gear pulls me off the ladder and back 
into the water. 


A side-scan sonar image showing Isabella. 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration/Columbia River Maritime 
Museum. 


I fall fast and hit the bottom. Without my mask, I can’t see very well, but 
it looks like I’ve landed next to the wreck. The strong current is rolling me 
along the bottom, and I can’t reach my regulator, which has twisted and is 
now behind me. With the desperate strength people sometimes find in these 
situations, I push off the bottom with my legs and kick for the surface, my 
lungs burning. My outstretched hands hit the bottom of the boat, and I claw 
and scratch my way along the fiberglass hull to get out from under it. But 
the weight of my tank and belt drags me back down into the water. I hit the 
bottom again and start rolling. My mouth opens convulsively, and I take in 
a breath of cold water and gag. I’m going to die, I realize, and I’m really 
angry. Like most accidents, this one is a combination of a foolish move and 
a deceptively dangerous dive site. My eyes are wide open, but my vision is 
narrowing, and I know that I’m about to black out. 


Finally, my dive training kicks in. I reach down and tug at the clasp of 
my weight belt. It falls free. Then I reach up to my buoyancy compensator 
to pull the lanyard that activates a co, cartridge. I start to float off the river 


bed and remember not to hold my breath or I’ll burst my lungs as I rocket to 
the surface. When my head rises out of the water, I reach up and try to draw 
in a breath, choking with the water I’ve inhaled. Hands grab me and pull me 
into a Zodiac—I’ve rolled and drifted a few hundred yards away from 


where I fell in. I lie on the bottom of the inflatable, coughing up the muddy 
water from my lungs. Shaky, dripping and miserable, I climb onto the deck 
of Jim White’s boat, wipe my face, and ask, “Well, did I die like a man?” 
Dan makes sure I’m okay and debriefs me to ensure I learned from my 
mistake, and then we’re back at work at the next slack tide. 


When everything is all done, we have a beautiful plan of the wreck, 
drawn by Larry, that confirms this is indeed Isabella. The size and 
construction closely match the known characteristics of the ill-fated brig. 
The location is exactly where the ship’s log placed the efforts to save the 
stranded vessel, off what is still known as San Island inside the Columbia’s 
mouth. And the remains on the bottom show a determined salvage effort, 
from the open cargo ports to the hacked-off rigging fittings. But the real 
indicator, in the end, is that single, crudely hacked hole in the side. 


On return dives to Isabella in 1994, Mike Montieth and Jerry Ostermiller, 
the director of the Columbia River Maritime Museum, discovered that more 
of the wreck had been exposed by shifting sand. So ten years after the first 
dives, I returned to Astoria with a team of divers from the Underwater 
Archaeological Society of British Columbia. With more of the hull exposed, 
we could see that the brig had literally unzipped along its keel, splitting in 
two as the bow and stern broke apart in the flying surf that battered 
Isabella. I also found the ship’s rudder post, torn free and broken, the thick 
fastenings for the rudder shattered by the force of the ship’s stern hitting the 
bar. We had hoped to find some of the brig’s fur-trade cargo, as the 
Hudson’s Bay Company archives showed that not everything had been 
recovered from the wreck in 1830. But the hull was empty of artifacts, and 
the only tale this shattered wreck could tell was the sad one of just how she 
had died. 


James Delgado examines the exposed bow of the 
British four-masted bark Peter Iredale, wrecked 
near the entrance to the Columbia River in 
October 1906. Unlike Isabella, whose wreck is 
shrouded in underwater darkness in the nearby 
river, Iredale is a visible victim of the 
“Graveyard of the Pacific.” © Dartyl Leniuk 
Photography 


CHAPTER TWO 
PEARL HARBOR 


DECEMBER 7, 1941: A DAY OF INFAMY 


Yesterday, December 7, 1941—a date which will live in infamy—the 
United States was suddenly and deliberately attacked by naval and air 
forces of the Empire of Japan... The attack yesterday on the Hawaiian 
Islands has caused severe damage to American naval and military forces. 
Very many American lives have been lost... Always we will remember the 
character of the onslaught against us. No matter how long it may take us to 
overcome this premeditated invasion, the American people in their 
righteous might will win through to absolute victory.” The indignant and 
stirring words of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt as he addressed 
Congress on December 8, 1941, ring through my mind as my plane crosses 
the United States. I’m on the way to Pearl Harbor to join a long-standing 
National Park Service survey of uss Arizona and other ships that lie beneath 
the waters of that battlefield. 


Being an archeologist thoroughly at home in the mid-nineteenth century, 
I am surprised by the realization that I’ve worked on more World War II 
wrecks than any other type of ship. That includes a decade of work for the 
National Park Service, studying and documenting World War II 
fortifications and battle sites. Recently, I have been posted to Washington, 
D.C., as the first maritime historian of the National Park Service, to head up 
a new program to inventory and assess the nation’s maritime heritage, and 
the work included dozens of visits to preserved warships and museums. 


I’ve already studied one shipwreck, the Civil War ironclad uss Monitor, 
for historic landmark status. Now I’m on my way to Pearl Harbor to carry 
out a similar study of the battle-ravaged Arizona and the nearby uss Utah, 
both sunk on December 7, 1941. Dan Lenihan and the Submerged Cultural 
Resources Unit of the National Park Service have invited me to join them to 
dive at the site of the first action in America’s war in the Pacific. Congress 
had passed a law making Arizona, still the responsibility of the Navy, a 


memorial to be jointly administered by the Navy and the National Park 
Service. 


Most of the initial survey work on Arizona and Utah has been done, but I 
will dive with the team on both wrecks as part of the historic landmark 
study. I'll also be participating in a side-scan sonar survey of the waters 
outside Pearl Harbor to search for a Japanese midget submarine that was 
sunk just before the attack commenced, a warning that was not heeded in 
time. The midget sub sank in deep water and has never been found. 


BATTLESHIP ROW! USS ARIZONA 


Standing on the narrow concrete dock while a group of tourists slowly files 
into the Arizona Memorial, I look across the waters of Pearl Harbor’s 
Battleship Row. The battleships are gone, their places marked by white 
concrete quays that the U.S. Navy has kept painted for more than four 
decades. The names on the quays are those of the battleships that were 
moored to each on the morning of December 7, 1941: uss Nevada, uss West 
Virginia, USss Tennessee, USS Oklahoma and, directly in front of me, USS 
Arizona. Unlike the other ships, which have only a painted name to mark 
their passing, Arizona rests in the water below me. 


Around me is a group of other divers drawn from the ranks of the 
National Park Service and the U.S. Navy, all of us preparing our gear and 
suiting up to jump into the dark green waters of the harbor. The water is too 
warm for a wetsuit, but bare skin is no protection against barnacles and 
rusted steel, so I pull on a pair of Park Service dark green coveralls before 
strapping on my weight belt, tanks and gear. 


A perspective view of USS Arizona, from the 
stern. Drowingby by Jerry L. Livingston, 
courtesy USS Arizona Memorial Association 


After reading dozens of books and poring over files and interviews with 
men who fought here on that tragic day, I’m ready to explore a ship that 
precious few have been allowed to visit. Arizona is a war grave, and as 
many as nine hundred of her crew are interred within the crumbling steel of 
the battleship. This is sacred ground for Americans, and a potent symbol of 
a long and terrible war that, for the United States, began here. Only a 
handful of divers have been allowed to go beneath the surface and explore 
the ship. 


The large American flag flying over the wreck of Arizona waves lightly 
in the warm breeze against a bright blue sky. I pause for a second, then turn 
back to my gear checks and final preparations. With my dive partner on one 
side, we stride together off the dock, splashing into the murky water and 
sinking 45 feet to the soft muddy bottom. We can’t see more than a couple 
of yards ahead as we adjust our buoyancy. Floating gently over the mud, we 
swim slowly towards the wreck. 


My subconscious registers the looming presence of the hulk before I 
realize that I see it. Perhaps it is the shadow of the wreck’s mass in the sun- 
struck water, masked by the silt, but there, suddenly darker and cooler. My 
heart starts to pound and my breath gets shallow for a second with 
superstitious fear. This is my first dive on a shipwreck with so many lost 


souls aboard. I flick on my light and the blue-green hull comes alive with 
marine life in bright reds, yellows and oranges, some of it the rust that 
crusts the once pristine steel. As I rise up from the muddy bottom, I 
encounter my first porthole. It is an empty dark hole that I cannot bring 
myself to look into. I feel the presence of the ship’s dead, and though I 
know it is only some primitive level of my subconscious at work, I can’t 
look in because of the irrational fear that someone inside will look back. 


Not once throughout this dive, nor ever in the dives that follow, do I 
forget that this ship is a tomb. But the curiosity of the archeologist 
overcomes the fear, and I look into the next porthole. As my light reaches 
inside, I see what looks like collapsed furniture and a telephone attached to 
a rusted bulkhead. This is the cabin of Rear Admiral Isaac Kidd, who died 
on that long-ago December morning. His body was never found. Salvage 
crews found Kidd’s ring partly melded to the steel at the top of Arizona’s 
conning tower, apparently blown there by the force of the blast that sank the 
ship. 


From here, we rise up to the deck and follow it to the rim of the No. 4 
turret. The turret, stripped by U.S. Navy salvagers during the war, is now a 
large round hole in the heart of the battleship. Half filled with silt, it has 
been designated as the receptacle for the urns of Arizona’s survivors, who, 
years after the battle, choose to be cremated and interred with their former 
shipmates for eternity. It is a powerful statement about the bonds forged by 
young men in service together, bonds that even the passage of decades and 
death itself cannot fully sever. I gaze at the first urn placed inside here in 
March 1984 and pause for a respectful moment of prayer before rising 
again to the deck. I turn to my right and head for the stern, and there, in 
water that is only a couple of yards deep, I float on the surface and look 
down at the empty socket for the jackstaff where Arizona’s flag once flew. 


After the blast that split open Arizona and set her ablaze, the crew 
abandoned ship. Flooded and sunk to the bottom, Arizona rested in the soft 
mud, which gradually, as the next few days passed, yielded to the weight of 
the massive ship. Ultimately, the decks disappeared beneath the water. 
Today, they lie just a few feet below the surface and nearly half the hull is 
buried in the mud. But on the evening of December 7, even as fires blazed 
forward, the stern was not touched and the ship’s huge American ensign 
hung off the jackstaff. One of Arizona’s officers, Lieutenant Kleber S. 


Master son, was ashore during the attack. He returned to assist with first aid 
and muster the surviving crew members. “There weren’t many,” he later 
said. “Out of eight-four men in my fire control division, I think there were 
only five survivors.” 


After being temporarily reassigned to the battleship Maryland, 
Masterson decided to return to Arizona to take down the flag. “It was the 
big Sunday ensign flying from the stern, and it was dragging in the water 
and getting all messed up with oil.” With another Arizona survivor, Ensign 
Leon Grabowsky, Masterson motored over to the still-burning ship in a 
launch. Jumping aboard, they found only an eerie silence. “We heard no 
noises, because there were, of course, no survivors under that little bit of 
deck we could walk on.” As the sun set, Grabowsky lowered the flag while 
Masterson gathered up the oily cloth in his arms. They returned to 
Maryland and handed over the flag to the officer of the deck, who sent it off 
to be burned. Drifting over the spot where the two officers performed that 
final ceremonial duty, I think not only of Masterson and Grabowsky but of 
all the men who died that day. 


Backing up, I drop down to look at the fantail. A buoy chained to the 
wreck here marks the stern to passing boats. The buoy’s mooring chain 
drags across the steel hull, back and forth, scraping off corrosion and 
marine growth. The thick steel letters that spell out the name ARIZONA are 
bright and shiny, polished by the incessant movement of the chain. They 
reflect some of the sunlight that drifts down through the water, and for brief 
moments, the name of the ship blazes as if on fire again. It is an awe- 
inspiring sight, and I hang there listening to the beat of my heart and the air 
moving through my regulator. 


Swimming back to the edge of the deck, we follow it along the starboard 
side, coming up to an open hatch near the No. 3 turret. I hover over it, 
looking down into the darkness, my light picking up the tangle of debris 
that blocks it. Then, to my surprise, I see something rising up to meet me. It 
is a blob of oil, no bigger than a child’s marble. It passes the edge of the 
hatch and floats to the surface, where it turns into an iridescent slick. Six 
seconds later, another globule of oil follows it, and I, like so many others 
who have watched this phenomenon, am struck by the fact that Arizona still 
bleeds. 


The light-filled warm waters on the shallowly submerged deck give way 
to darkness as we pass beneath the memorial. I look up through the water 
and notice visitors staring down, some of them seeing me, others gazing out 
and a few tossing their offerings of flower leis into the sea. We pause here 
for a drop over the side, past the empty mount for a 5-inch gun, and drop 
down to the top of the torpedo blister. The blister, a late addition to the 
ship’s armored sides, was supposed to protect Arizona from submarine 
attack by absorbing the impact of a torpedo. The defenses of Pearl Harbor 
were focused on a submarine attack, not an aerial assault. 


The hatches that line the top of the torpedo blister are open, but what we 
are looking for should be resting atop the blister. In April 1982, the widow 
of an Arizona survivor who wished to rest with his shipmates dropped his 
urn from the memorial onto the wreck. With the decision to place urns in 
the open well of No. 4 turret, the National Park Service has just received 
her permission to relocate his urn from the blister. I think I see the urn, but 
it lies inside a corroded section of hull that cuts deep into my thumb when I 
try to pull it free. We leave the urn there. It is wedged in too deeply, so this 
is where it will remain. 


The dropping of that urn and the decision to allow the interment of other 
survivors inside the hull of Arizona attest to the ongoing emotional pull of 
the wreck. I am reminded of that as we drift past the overhanging memorial 
again and look down at the deck, lit brightly by the sun. Combs, sunglasses 
and camera lens caps lie where they were dropped accidentally. Coins 
carpet the deck, so many coins, in fact, that the National Park Service sends 
in snorkeling rangers to collect these offerings to the sea and donates them 
to charity. But as we swim along, we spot photographs, some weighted 
down, others waterlogged and moving loose with the swell. They show 
women whose hair has gone gray or white, some with younger men and 
women and babies. I wonder for a second, why these are here, and then it 
hits me. These are wives and sweethearts, now grown old, sharing children 
and grandchildren with Arizona’s dead. 


We continue on over the remains of the galley. The stubs of the legs of 
the steam tables, mess tables and the bases of ovens protrude through the 
mud. Here and there, bright white hexagonal tiles are uncovered as our fins 
sweep the deck clear of silt. Broken dishes, coffee cups and silverware lie 
scattered, reminders of a breakfast forever interrupted. The tile on the decks 


gives way to teak, unblemished and still polished in places. Despite the 
passage of decades and the onslaught of corrosion, there are places that time 
has not touched. In addition to the teak decks, we find a porthole with its 
glass in place, and inside it, the steel blast cover set tight and dogged down 
in condition “Z” for battle. Between the steel and the glass, the space is 
only partially flooded with oily water. 


Another moment stopped in time lies on Arizona. Snaked-out lines of 
fire hose show where some of the crew fought not against the attacking 
enemy but to save their ship. As thick, choking smoke smothered the decks, 
men dragged out hoses to deal with the fires caused by the several bombs 
that hit the ship. Those men were wiped clean off the decks by the final 
blast that sank Arizona. Seven bombs hit the battleship before the last blow, 
at least three of them massive 1,750-pound, armor-piercing bombs made 
from 16-inch naval projectiles taken from the magazines of the Japanese 
battleship Nagato. Flying high above the harbor, Petty Officer Noburo 
Kanai, in the rear seat of a Nakajima B5N2 bomber from the carrier Soryu, 
trained his sights on the stricken Arizona. He released his bomb from 9,800 
feet and watched as it spiraled down and struck the battleship’s decks. He 
yelled “Ataramashita!” (it hit!) 


The bomb struck Arizona near the No. 2 turret and punched through 
three decks before exploding deep inside the bowels of the ship, setting off 
about a thousand pounds of high-explosive black powder stored in a small 
magazine. The force of the blast smashed through an armored deck and 
ignited the ship’s forward powder magazines. Each 14-inch gun magazine 
held 10 tons of powder, and each 5-inch gun magazine held 13 tons. Nine of 
these magazines, holding altogether 99 tons of powder, erupted in a low, 
rumbling roar that released heat so intense it softened steel. The blast and 
the wave of heat bucked the ship out of the water, nearly taking off the bow 
as it twisted. The decks collapsed as the armored sides of the battleship 
blew out. The No. 1 turret, engulfed by the inferno, fell forward into the 
maw of the explosion’s crater. A massive fireball climbed into the sky. 
Fragments of bodies and debris from the ship fell onto nearby Ford Island, 
onto the decks of other ships and into the water. A few survivors, most of 
them badly burned, were hurled through the air and into the water. 


Many men never made it out from their battle stations inside the ship. 
Trapped below, they were either incinerated by fire or drowned as water 


poured into the ruptured hull. I think of them as we swim past the side of 
the No. 2 turret, its guns stripped away by U.S. Navy salvagers, and arrive 
at the top of the No. I turret, whose three 14-inch guns angle down. The 
U.S. fleet at Pearl Harbor was sent to the bottom by a new force in naval 
war: aircraft. In a matter of minutes, aerial torpedoes and bombs devastated 
the American ships at Pearl Harbor. In a heartbeat, Arizona, a mighty 
battlewagon bristling with huge guns capable of hurtling massive steel 
shells across the horizon, died, and few of her complement of 1,177 men 
escaped. Inside this turret, the gun crew, like their ship, sleeps for eternity. 


As we drop down into darkness, we see no trace of the fatal wound, the 
hole punched through the decks by the last bomb, but the destruction of the 
magazines and the fierce flames that burned for forty-eight hours created a 
deep depression into which the No. 1 turret has fallen. Moving forward, we 
reach a twisted mass of metal that looks like a tangle of giant flower petals 
and ribbon. This is the peeled-back armored deck, once horizontal but now 
vertical, and its sheared supports. We see more evidence of the force of the 
blast at each side, with hull plates pushed out as much as 20 feet. I rise 
along this wall and reach the gaping maw of the hawse pipes, which stand 
open and empty of anchor chain. Forty feet of the bow survives intact. 


At the bow, we turn and head back, swimming up to the decks. As we 
swim, I think again of those who survived this tragic day. One of them, Don 
Stratton, was the farthest forward of Arizona’s crew to live through the 
blast. Stationed inside a gun director with a shipmate, Stratton felt the 
concussion of the magazine explosion. He and his shipmate watched in 
horror as the steel that surrounded them grew red, then white hot. Both 
sailors, dressed in T-shirts, shorts and boots, started to bake. Stratton’s 
shipmate wouldn’t stand and wait to die, so he rushed to the hatch and 
grabbed the steel “dogs” that latched it shut. He left his charred fingers on 
the steel but managed to push open the hatch as the flames reached in and 
took him. Stratton pulled his T-shirt over his head and ran through the 
flames and jumped over the side of the ship. The heat stripped the skin off 
his exposed legs, arms and torso, but he lived. 


In 1991, I met Don Stratton and his wife at the fiftieth anniversary 
reunion at Pearl Harbor and sat through an interview as he again recounted 
his story. At the end, he unbuttoned his shirt to show us his seamed, scarred 
flesh. His wife, tears in her eyes, told us not only did Arizona still bleed, so 


too did her husband, who had just undergone yet another operation on his 
burned skin. As she talked, I thought back to my dive and how I had drifted 
past the spot where Stratton made his dash for life. Don Stratton’s ordeal 
makes that spot of deck special, just as all the lives lived and lost on 
Arizona make the whole ship special. 


USS UTAH 


On the opposite shore of Ford Island, off Battleship Row, lie the remains of 
uss Utah, sunk on December 7 and, like Arizona, never raised after the 
battle. Unlike Arizona, Utah is rarely visited, and the memorial to the ship 
and her dead is in a non-public area on the island’s shore. 


The remains of USS Utah, sunk at Pearl Harbor 
on December 7, 1941. Photo by Gary Cummins, 
USS Arizona Memorial/National Park Service 


Lenihan, Larry Murphy, Jerry Livingston and Larry Nordby had made a 
number of dives on Utah, and in the summer of 1988, took me on my first 
and only dive there. Commissioned as battleship 88—31, Utah, by the time 
of the Pearl Harbor attack, was serving as a target ship: aerial bombers 
practiced by dropping dummy bombs on her decks. For protection, the 


decks were covered by thick timbers. They were no protection on 
December 7. 


Japanese planners had ordered their pilots to ignore Utah, but despite 
this, two torpedo bombers skimmed along the surface of the water and 
launched their weapons. Ensign Tom Anderson was running on the deck to 
sound the alarm when the first torpedo struck the port side, “staggering the 
ship.” A geyser of water shot up the side and came down on him. Picking 
himself up, Anderson reached the alarm gong and pulled it. Utah continued 
to list to port as the second torpedo detonated. Captain James Steele was 
ashore, and Lieutenant Commander Solomon S. Isquith was in command. 
As Utah started to go down, Isquith gave the order to abandon ship over the 
starboard side, so that the capsizing hulk would not roll over on top of 
them. Eleven minutes after the first torpedo hit, Utah sank. 


Utah’s crew had more chances to escape than the men on Arizona, but it 
was often a harrowing, near thing. Seaman 2nd Class James Oberto started 
to climb through a hatch as “an alarming amount of seawater came 
cascading in the hatch opening just above our heads. We started to climb in 
single file to the second deck. Compounding our situation were the tons of 
water pouring in on use from the open portholes on the port side. We were 
standing in water nearly to our knees.” Oberto made it to the deck, as did 
Radioman 3rd Class Clarence W Durham. But as Durham climbed out, he 
looked back and saw that the steel “battle bar” grates had broken free and 
blocked off the escape route of some of the engine room crew. “I will never 
forget the faces of those men trapped in the Engine Room. I knew there was 
no way I could lift those steel grates and I also knew at that point that my 
chances were very slim of getting out of there myself.” Durham made it out 
as Utah rolled. He slid down the “rough barnacle-encrusted steel hull,” 
ripping himself open. 


One of the trapped men, Fireman 2nd Class John Vaessen, got through a 
battle grate just before it slammed shut, trapping his shipmate Joe Barta. As 
the ship capsized, Vaessen said, “Batteries began exploding. I was hit with 
deck plates, fire extinguishers, etc.” Climbing up into the bilge, once at the 
bottom of the hull and now exposed to the air, he “could hear the 
superstructure break and the water would rush closer.” Taking a wrench, he 
beat against the hull to call for help. “I got an answer then silence, then rat- 
a-tat-tat. I thought that was a pneumatic tool. It was strafing.” Japanese 


planes, firing at men in the water and across the hull of the overturned 
battleship, were claiming more lives. Vaessen’s rescuers did not give up and 
used a blowtorch to cut open the hull and pulled him out of the steel tomb. 
But fifty-eight of his shipmates did not make it, including Chief Water 
Tender Peter Tomich, who stayed at his post to shut down the boilers and 
prevent an explosion. Tomich’s sacrifice so that others might live was 
recognized by the posthumous award of the Medal of Honor. He still lies 
inside Utah with most of the ship’s dead. 


I think about those men inside the hulk as we motor towards the ship. 
After the battle, salvage crews tried to right the hull and refloat Utah, but 
she could not be freed. Abandoned, the ship rests on her port side, 
festooned with salvage cables; some of the starboard air castle and some of 
the forward superstructure rise out of the water. We approach the exposed 
rusting decks and roll out of our boat into the water. Larry Murphy leads me 
past open hatches to the armored top of the No. 2 turret. Although the 
battleship’s original guns had been removed when she was converted into a 
target ship in 1931, the turrets remained. In 1940, the Navy installed new 5- 
inch/25 caliber antiaircraft guns atop the turrets, part of a new battery that 
Utah was to test. Dan and Larry point them out to me as a reminder from 
our predive briefing that, ironically, Utah, with her new guns, was perhaps 
one of the best equipped ships at Pearl Harbor that morning to fight back, 
had she not been mistakenly hit and sunk so early in the attack. 


The remainder of this summer at Pearl Harbor is spent searching, 
without success, for crashed Japanese aircraft and the deeply submerged 
remains of the Japanese midget submarine. Built to be a stealth weapon, the 
sub remains hidden, even after a highly publicized search by our colleague 
Bob Ballard in November 2000. But after he leaves, the sub is found intact 
(just as Murphy’s 1988 side-scan sonar image showed it) by a hardworking 
team from the University of Hawaii’s Undersea Research Lab. The sub’s 
two-man crew presumably rests inside, reminding us that like Arizona and 
Utah, these lost ships are more than historic monuments. They are war 
graves. 


Working at Pearl Harbor, which is steeped with the emotionally charged 
memories of that day of infamy, had a deep impact on me, an archeologist 
who hitherto had dealt with a more distant past. The tragedy of the attack 
and the sunken ships and the memorials reminded me that humanity is at 


core of what I do—archeology is far more than a scientific reappraisal or a 
recovery of relics. Lost ships, historic sites and sacred places like 
memorials are mirrors in which we examine ourselves. Human weakness, 
human arrogance, heroism, sacrifice and perseverance dominate the story of 
the Pearl Harbor attack. Diving on Arizona and Utah, which had sunk in a 
handful of minutes as their crews were propelled from peace to war, and 
from the here and now to eternity, was a potent reminder of the human cost 
when nations collide. 


CHAPTER THREE 
SUNK by the ATOMIC BOMB 


AT BIKINI ATOLL 


We’ ve been flying for hours over an empty ocean, far out in the middle of 
the Pacific. Now, the plane’s slow turn signals that we are approaching our 
destination. Leaning over to look out the small windows in the crowded 
cabin, we all scan the horizon. The dark sea is giving way to the greenish- 
tinged hues of shallow water. In the midst of these sparkling waters, the 
white sand of islands appears. A chain of islands, like pearls on a string, 
mark the top of a volcano’s rim, now submerged. The shallows of the atoll 
merge into darker water inside the ring, the drowned maw of the volcano, 
that now forms a deep lagoon. 


This atoll, with its beautiful islands, beaches and a lagoon teeming with 
marine life, is a place with a famous name. It is Bikini, the setting for many 
American atomic tests between 1946 and 1958, including those of the first 
nuclear weapons. In July 1946, less than a year after Hiroshima, Bikini 
Atoll, in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, 4,500 miles west of San 
Francisco, was the setting for Operation Crossroads, a massive military 
effort to assess the effects of the atomic bomb on warships. The atoll’s 167- 
person native population was evacuated. The fallout from those first blasts 
miraculously fell into the sea and did little to contaminate Bikini. 


My eyes are not drawn to the beauty of this tropical paradise, however. 
Abruptly, the rim of the atoll is interrupted by a dark blue hole. Nearly a 
mile across, it is the site of a vanished islet. It is also the site where in 
March 1954, the most powerful nuclear bomb ever was detonated on the 
surface of the earth by the United States. In an instant, an atomic bomb 
capable of incinerating an entire city vaporized the islet and cracked the 
reef. The pulverized coral and sand ejected by the 15-megaton blast 
traveled high up into the atmosphere, raining down as atomic fallout over 
thousands of square miles of ocean, nearby islands and ships at sea. 
Conducted in the name of science, the blast, code-named Castle Bravo, was 


a Cold War test of America’s new hydrogen bomb. It killed and sickened 
Pacific islanders, the crew of a Japanese fishing ironically named Lucky 
Dragon and left behind a horrific legacy. 


Bikini is now a deadly place, its abandoned shores littered with rusting 
machinery and cables, its islands covered by thick concrete bunkers and 
regimented rows of decaying houses and replanted palm trees intended for 
the returning Bikinians, who are known as the “nuclear nomads” of the 
Pacific. Craters from nuclear blasts pock the bottom of Bikini’s lagoon. 
Inside the shallow dish of one of those craters rests the sunken fleet of 
Operation Crossroads. Like the debris on the islands and along the shores of 
the atoll, the sunken ships of Bikini are an archeological legacy of the 
beginning of the nuclear age. Our National Park Service team, about to land 
on the atoll, will be the first to survey this ghost fleet now that the 
radioactivity has diminished to a safe level. Looking down at the crater 
made by Castle Bravo, we all silently cross ourselves and wonder just what 
we will find and what other legacies may lurk in the water and the ships. 


OPERATION CROSSROADS 


Operation Crossroads was the result of months of inter-service rivalry and a 
postwar scramble to assess the military potentials and perils of the atomic 
bomb. The New York Herald Tribune, in a post-Hiroshima editorial, 
commented: “The victory or defeat of armies, the fate of nations, the rise 
and fall of empires are all alike, in any long perspective only the ripples on 
the surface of history; but the unpredictable unlocking of the inconceivable 
energy of the atom would stir history itself to its deepest depths.” Editorials 
suggesting that the advent of the atom bomb had forever changed warfare 
alarmed military officers, who did not like reading that “it should make an 
end of marching, rolling, and even flying armies, and turn most of our 
battleships into potential scrap.” The atomic tests at Bikini would test the 
truth of that argument. 


The tests were appealing for more than technical reasons. They would 
demonstrate to the world, particularly the Soviet Union, the power and 
wealth of the United States. In April 1946, Admiral William H. Blandy, 
commander of the joint Army-Navy task force conducting the tests, told the 


nation in a live radio broadcast that the upcoming tests would “help us to be 
what the world expects our great, non-aggressive and peace-loving country 
to be — the leader of those nations which seek nothing but a just and lasting 
peace.” More bluntly, commentator Raymond Gram Swing stated that 
Operation Crossroads, “the first of the atomic era war games ... is a notice 
served on the world that we have the power and intend to be heeded.” 


The decision to use the atomic bomb test to destroy ships of the once- 
feared Imperial Japanese Navy would also emphasize America as the 
principal victor in the war. One newspaper account, accompanied by an 
Associated Press photograph of twenty-four battered-looking destroyers and 
submarines, crowed: “Trapped Remnants of Jap Fleet Face Destruction in 
United States Navy Atom-Bomb Tests.” The use of Japanese warships as 
atomic targets was a “symbolic killing” with the same weapon that had 
forced Japan’s capitulation. The battleship Nagato particularly fulfilled that 
role. The onetime flagship of the Imperial Japanese Navy and the scene of 
operational planning for the attack on Pearl Harbor, Nagato had been 
“captured” as a bombed-out derelict on Tokyo Bay in September 1945. The 
capture, an event staged by military press officers, symbolized “the 
complete and final surrender of the Imperial Japanese Navy.” Sinking the 
same battleship with an atomic bomb would ritually “destroy” the Imperial 
Japanese Navy in a more dramatic manner than prosaic scrapping or 
scuttling at sea. The battleship’s intended fate was so important that, at 
Bikini, American support vessels were moored alongside Nagato since 
“there was some danger that the captured Japanese ships ... might actually 
sink... if they were left unattended.” 


At the same time, military planners wanted to show that the United 
States Navy would survive in the coming nuclear age. According to 
Admiral Blandy, testing the bomb on warships would improve the Navy: 
“We want ships that are tough, even when threatened by atomic bombs; we 
want to keep the ships afloat, propellers turning, guns firing; we want to 
protect the crews so that, if fighting is necessary, they can fight well today 
and return home unharmed tomorrow.” 


To further test the effects of the bomb, the military loaded twenty-two of 
the target ships with fuel and ammunition as well as 220 tons of equipment: 
tanks, tractors and airplanes; guns, mortars and ammunition; radios, fire 
extinguishers and telephones; gas masks, watches and uniforms; canned 


food and frozen meat. They also placed sixty-nine target airplanes on the 
ships and moored two seaplanes in the water near them. 


The first test took place on July 1, 1946. The B-29 Dave’s Dream 
dropped a 20-kiloton plutonium bomb on the target fleet, slightly to 
starboard of the bow of the attack transport Gilliam. Caught in the 
explosion’s incandescent fireball and battered down into the water by the 
shock wave, Gilliam, “badly ruptured, crumpled, and twisted almost beyond 
recognition,” sank in seventy-nine seconds. The blast swept the nearby 
transport Carlisle 150 feet to one side and nearly wiped away the 
superstructure and masts. Carlisle began to burn and sank in thirty minutes. 
The destroyer Anderson, hit hard by the blast, burst into flames when her 
ammunition exploded. Burning fiercely, Anderson capsized to port and sank 
by the stern within seven minutes. The destroyer Lamson, its hull torn open, 
sank twelve minutes after the blast. The Japanese cruiser Sakawa, badly 
battered, caught on fire and sank the following day. 


The second test took place three weeks later. The Navy remoored the 
target ships around a bomb lowered 90 feet below the surface. When the 
underwater atomic bomb erupted at 8:34 on the morning of July 25, a huge 
mass of steam and water mounded up into a “spray dome” that climbed at a 
rate of 2,500 feet per second and formed a 975-foot thick column. Its core 
was a nearly hollow void of superheated steam that rose faster than the 
more solid 300-foot thick water sides, climbing 11,000 feet per second and 
acting as a chimney for the hot gases of the fireball. The gases, mixed with 
excavated lagoon bottom and radioactive materials, formed a mushroom 
cloud atop the column. The upward blast crushed, capsized and sank the 
battleship Arkansas in less than a second. 


The blast also created “atomic tidal waves.” The first wave, a 94-foot 
wall of radioactive water, lifted and crashed into the aircraft carrier 
Saratoga with such force that it twisted the hull. The falling water also 
partially smashed the flight deck, and Saratoga sank within seven and a half 
hours. Nagato, its hull broken open, sank two days later. Beneath the water, 
the immense pressure of the bomb’s burst crushed three submarines that 
settled onto the seabed, leaking air bubbles and oil. 


On the surface, a boiling cloud of radioactive water and steam penetrated 
the surviving ships. Radioactive material adhered to wooden decks, paint, 
rust and grease. For weeks after the tests, the Navy tried to wash off the 


fallout with water and lye, sending crews aboard the contaminated ships to 
scrub off paint, rust and scale with long-handled brushes, holystones and 
any other “available means.” In August, worried about radiation, Admiral 
Blandy cancelled plans for a third test and gave orders to sink badly 
damaged ships. As Operation Crossroads steamed away from Bikini, it 
towed the battered, irradiated fleet of targets to nearby Kwajalein, and then 
to Pearl Harbor, Bremerton in Washington, and Hunter’s Point and Mare 
Island in California. There, sailors stripped the hulks of ammunition and left 
them to rust. 


Starting in 1948, the Navy began taking the Crossroads target ships to 
sea and sinking them. The explanation was that the sinkings were part of 
training exercises and tests of new weapons. That year, Dr. David Bradley, 
M.D., a radiological safety monitor at Bikini, published his journal of the 
tests in a book titled No Place to Hide. It stayed on the New York Times 
best-seller list for ten weeks. No Place to Hide was a forceful book that told 
the “real” message of Bikini. According to Bradley, Operation Crossroads, 
“hastily planned and hastily carried out... may have only sketched in gross 
outlines... the real problem; nevertheless, these outlines show pretty clearly 
the shadow of the colossus which looms behind tomorrow.” Bradley’s 
metaphor was the target ships rusting at Kwajalein, many of them 
seemingly undamaged but “nevertheless dying of a malignant disease for 
which there is no help.” 


The “cure,” being enacted as Bradley’s book was printed, was to sink the 
contaminated ships. In February 1949, Washington Post columnist Drew 
Pearson called the tests a “major naval disaster.” He reported that “of the 73 
ships involved in the Bikini tests, more than 61 were sunk or destroyed. 
This is an enormous loss from only two bombs.” Pearson, like Bradley, 
pointed to what he viewed as a military effort to keep the true lesson of 
Operation Crossroads—the virtual destruction of the target fleet by 
radioactivity—tfrom being fully apprehended by the public. Although the 
story had ultimately leaked out, it was downplayed by the government, and 
the credibility and patriotism of those who spoke out was questioned. 


DIVING THE GHOST FLEET 


I traveled to Bikini as part of Dan Lenihan’s National Park Service team in 
1989 and 1990. Lenihan, Larry Nordby, Larry Murphy, Jerry Livingston 
and I were the first to visit most of the wrecks since Operation Crossroads, 
and we were undertaking the survey at the request of the U.S. Department 
of Energy and the Bikini Council. The Bikinians, in their exile on the 
remote island of Kili, far away from their contaminated homeland, were 
eager to work with the Department of Energy to see if the sunken “swords” 
could be transformed into tourism plowshares. The National Park Service 
had the government’s only team of diving archeologists at the time, and our 
park-oriented approach was not at odds with tourism. Since I was the NPs 
maritime historian, I easily wrangled my way onto Dan’s crew. As well, my 
proximity to the National Archives and my love of research meant that I 
could do advance work to learn about the history of the ships and the tests, 
and thus help the team to figure out just what we would be seeing in the 
blue depths of Bikini lagoon. 


In 1989 the U.S. Navy did a magnificent job of surveying the lagoon’s 
180-foot depths to relocate the sunken ships of 1946. There was no chart 
documenting the location of the wrecks, so the Navy started with nothing 
but the generally known location of the aircraft carrier uss Saratoga, whose 
mast rose to within 50 feet of the surface and whose grave is marked by oil 
leaking from its fuel tanks. Our first dive at Bikini was on Saratoga. 


Anchored over the wreck of uss Saratoga, we bob in the slight swell as 
each diver checks his gear under the blazing hot sun. Rolling backward into 
the water is a welcome relief. Clustered together like a group of skydivers, 
we fall in unison onto Saratoga. The carrier is huge, its 900-foot length the 
largest thing I have yet seen underwater. The superstructure towers above 
the flight deck, and in the clear water, it feels as if we are flying down the 
side of a tall building. Open hatches and deadlights invite inspection, but 
for now, we focus on the gaping maw on the hangar deck. Landing on the 
flight deck, we pause, and then one by one, drop down farther into the 
hangar. The flight elevator, bent and collapsed, lies at the bottom of the 
huge shaft. I turn left and head into the dark cavern of the hangar, following 
Dan and Murphy’s lights. 


Lying on the deck is a rack of 500-pound bombs. Wedged beneath their 
noses is a smaller depth bomb. I suck in a little more air and, inflating my 
lungs, float just a little higher to avoid going near them. The deck below me 
is covered with silt, and I try not to stir it up. In the distance, I notice that 
Dan and Murphy’s lights have stopped moving. As I swim up, I see why. 
They have halted at a plane. Sitting upright on its wheels, wings folded up 
for storage, is a Helldiver, a dive bomber introduced late in the war. The 
cockpit is open and the gauges on the pilot’s panel are clearly visible. The 
plane is ready to roll out onto the 


James Delgado and Dan Lenihan drop down to 
the wreck of USS Saratoga at Bikini Atoll. © Bill 
Curtsinger 


elevator, rise to the flight deck and be readied for combat. If that is not 
exciting enough, there are two more intact planes in a row behind the 
Helldiver. Saratoga carried planes on the deck and in the hangar when the 
atomic blast sank her on July 25, 1946. Since the flight deck above us is 
largely empty, the survival of these planes in the hangar is something we 
had not envisioned. Rather, we had figured that being picked up and flung 
across the water by a nuclear tidal wave had smashed everything inside 
Saratoga. Not so, and as if to underscore this fact, Dan floats up to a row of 
unbroken light fixtures. 


We move on to a hole punched through the flight deck. Rising up 
through the hole, we pass scattered equipment lying on the deck and look 
for the lines dangling from our dive boat. We hang there, above the wreck, 
decompressing to quiet down the gas in our blood and prevent the bends. 
We are many miles away from a decompression chamber, so we’re being 
careful to avoid a dive accident that could cripple or kill us. Bikini is a 
challenging dive location, to be sure. There are the unexploded bombs, and 
the fear of residual radiation. And there are the risks of entering rusting 
hulks that might collapse on us. In addition, the ships are artificial reefs that 
attract hundreds of potentially aggressive white tip sharks. Then there’s the 
greatest danger, the depth. The wrecks lie on the bottom of a 180-foot-deep 
lagoon, with the shallowest depth at Saratoga’s multistory hull as it rises up 
from the seabed. These are beyond the limits for most divers, particularly 
when using regular air and not a mixed gas. In 1989-90, our team breathes 
regular air, all that is available at our remote location, and we decompress 
with pure oxygen to scrub our blood clear of the nitrogen bubbles that build 
up on long dives. 


Thankfully, no one gets the bends, though we have a few close calls. One 
dive team member runs out of air and nearly panics until another diver 
assists with a spare regulator from his tank. A few days later, I carelessly go 
too far, fascinated by a deck full of test equipment, and turn back 
dangerously low on air. I make it back to the decompression line with an 
empty tank and the reminder that as fascinating as wrecks are, you can’t 
appreciate them when you’re dead. 


Fortunately, the bombs turn out to be no danger at all. A Navy team 
disarms a bomb that looks menacing, and later I learn from the archives that 
the bombs carried by Saratoga were filled with plaster, not explosives. If 


marine growth and corrosion had not covered the bombs, we might have 
seen the stenciled message that I find on the photos of the tests—rows of 
big bombs marked “INERT.” But the sharks can be aggressive, as we 
discover when we get too close. They are not “Jaws” size, but they can still 
tear out a big chunk of flesh, so we usually avoid them. One day, a shark 
gets too close, but I lash out and punch him in the gills, a sensitive spot. It 
hurts and he backs off—as do I. Another time, a shark swims by and rips 
into a fish, tearing it in two. He glares at me, half a fish dangling from his 
mouth, as if he’s daring me to try and take it. “No, go ahead,” I mumble in 
my regulator. “It’s your fish.” 


The only other close call on Saratoga comes years later, on a dive with 
Fabio Amaral, as we probe a passageway inside the wreck during a 
Discovery Channel filming expedition. Dropping down Saratoga’s small 
bomb elevator, we make our way to a hatch that we are able to squeeze 
through, into a long corridor running off into the darkness. Fabio has been 
here before and laid down a line to guide us back should the silt stir up. We 
follow the line to deep inside Saratoga. More than halfway down, we stop 
in alarm at the sound of a loud bang behind us. When I look back, my lights 
pick up a wall of silt racing towards us. Fabio and I grab each other by the 
shoulder and go mask to mask as the silt washes over us, blacking out the 
corridor. The powerful glow of our lights is useless in the turbid, muddy 
water. Holding my light up to my face, I can just make out Fabio’s eyes, 
wide open and doubtless a mirror of my own fear. Dive training takes over, 
though, and we grope for the line. Slowly tracing it with our fingers, we 
move back until we reach a mass of fallen rusty steel. The deck above us 
has collapsed, burying the line and probably trapping us inside the sunken 
ship. 


Then we both get an inspiration. The deck above us has fallen down, but 
that means another corridor has opened up. We slowly rise up out of the 
cloudy silt and find ourselves in a murky but clearer passageway. Following 
it, we come up to a Sealed hatch that must lead into the bomb elevator. 
Straining against rusty hinges, we push it open to find ourselves floating 
above a mess of bombs at the bottom of the elevator. After a “thumbs up” 
sign, we swim Straight up and out, breathing a sigh of relief. 


Larry Murphy approaching the wreck of the 
Japanese warship Nagato at Bikini Atoll. Dan 
Lenihan, National Park Service 


The thrills of a close escape, however, do not compare with the 
emotional impact of looking at these historic ships and the dramatic damage 
wrought by the atomic bomb. Saratoga has a huge dent in the flight deck 
caused by the falling column of water and silt thrown out of the lagoon by 
the bomb. It’s just one dent, but it’s a big one: 230 feet long, 70 feet wide 
and 20 feet deep. It looks like Godzilla stomped on the flight deck. The 
battleship Arkansas, a quarter mile away, is in even worse shape. The 
armored hull is upside down, warped and smashed nearly flat. A hundred 
feet of superstructure, masts and turrets lie buried in the coral sand, with 
only several feet of clearance between the main deck and the seabed. The 
force of the blast flipped and smashed Arkansas, then hammered her down 
with such violence that she is nearly one with the bottom of the lagoon. The 
attack transport Gilliam is something else altogether. Caught in an atomic 
fireball and swept by extreme temperatures equal to those on the surface of 
the sun, the ship has partially melted. It looks like a child’s plastic toy left 
out on a hot sidewalk, thick steel drooping and deformed. A bulldozer from 
the ship’s deck, tossed off by the blast, lies nearby with its thick blade 
twisted into an “S” by the heat. 


On our first dive on the massive Japanese battleship Nagato, Lenihan, 
Nordby, Murphy, Livingston and I realize that we’re the first to visit her 
since the 1940s. We swim around the stern, past the huge bronze propellers 
that are surrounded by a swarm of sharks. Dan Lenihan and I drop down to 


the seabed and slip under the overhang of the stern to make our way in the 
gloom towards the barrels of the aft gun turret. As we hover in front of the 
gun muzzles, we both think of our dives at Pearl Harbor. Japanese ordnance 
experts modified some of the 16-inch shells from Nagato’s magazines into 
the aerial bombs dropped at Pearl. One of the bombs punched through 
Arizona’s decks and set off the magazine explosions that destroyed her. I 
can’t help think that this is a full circle for us, particularly Dan, who has 
worked very hard to document Arizona and bring more of her story to the 
public. 


That full circle feeling comes back on a later dive that we start aft from 
Nagato’s bow. As I slip out from under the deck, my eyes catch something 
ahead in the gloom. Dan and Murphy also see it, and we all swim forward 
at a fast clip. The entire superstructure of the ship, instead of being crushed 
like that of Arkansas, is laid out on the white sand. It’s the bridge; it’s the 
bridge of Nagato, where Admiral Yamamoto heard the radio message that 
the attack on Pearl Harbor was successful: “Torn, tora, torn!” It’s 
incredible. Sometimes, science be damned, you just get excited by what you 
find. 


My last dive at Bikini Atoll takes place a decade after the National Park 
Service survey. With John Brooks, a former Nps colleague, and Len Blix, 
the assistant dive master at Bikini, I drop down to look at the destroyer 
Anderson. (Since our 1989-90 survey, Bikini has been opened to the world 
as a unique dive park for those with the skill and the cash to journey to what 
has been called the “Mount Everest of wreck diving.”) Anderson is a 
famous ship that fought in many battles, screening aircraft carriers in some 
of the greatest sea fights of the Pacific War, including the Coral Sea and 
Midway. She shelled Japanese shore installations at Tarawa and survived 
the war only to die beneath the dragon’s breath of the atomic bomb. 


Anderson lies on her side in the dark blue gloom. We approach the stern, 
passing over a rack of depth charges that have tumbled free and lie scattered 
on the sand. The decks seem undamaged, except for a torpedo-launching 
rack that has fallen off. The bridge lies open, its hatches blasted off. When I 
look down into the bridge, the dark interior swarms with hundreds of small 
fish that have sought shelter inside this sunken warship. Moving forward, I 
see a subtle reminder of the power of the atom. One of the destroyer’s 5- 


inch guns has been twisted by the heat of the blast so that it points straight 
back to the bridge. 


As I sail away from Bikini for the last time, I pause to reflect on all that 
I’ve seen there over the years. The crushed hulls, toppled masts and 
abandoned test instruments are material records that preserve the shocking 
reality of Operation Crossroads in a way that can never fully be matched by 
written accounts, photographs or even films of the tests. This ghost fleet is a 
powerful and evocative museum in the deep. It is a very relevant museum, 
too. Operation Crossroads and the nuclear age that followed have had and 
continue to have a direct effect on the lives of every living being on the 
planet. The empty bunkers and the abandoned homes of the Bikinians 
remind us of David Bradley’s 1948 comment that the islanders might not be 
the last “to be left homeless and impoverished by the inexorable Bomb. 
They have no choice in the matter, and very little understanding of it. But in 
this perhaps they are not so different from us all.” As I leave Bikini, I hope 
that it is a record of the past and not the harbinger of a terrible future. 


CHAPTER FOUR 
A CURSED SHIP 


MUTINY ON THE USS SOMERS: NOVEMBER 26, 1842 


On November 26, 1842, Captain Alexander Slidell Mackenzie of Somers 
adjusted his uniform and stepped forward to the young midshipman. “I 
learn, Mr. Spencer,” he quietly said, “that you aspire to the command of the 
Somers.” 


Philip Spencer smiled slightly. “Oh, no, sir.” 


“Did you not tell Mr. Wales, sir, that you had a project to kill the 
commander, the officers, and a considerable portion of the crew of this 
vessel, and convert her into a pirate?” Mackenzie pressed. 


“T may have told him so, sir, but it was in joke.” 
Mackenzie glared at the boy. “You admit then that you told him so?” 
Spencer’s smile vanished. “Yes, sir, but in joke.” 


“This, sir, is joking on a forbidden subject,” Mackenzie said. “This joke 
may cost you your life.” Now furious, he leaned forward. “You must have 
been aware that you could have only compassed your designs by passing 
over my dead body, and after that, the bodies of all the officers; you had 
given yourself, sir, a great deal to do; it will be necessary for me to confine 
you, sir.” Mackenzie turned quickly to First Lieutenant Guert Gansevoort. 
“Arrest Mr. Spencer, and put him in double irons.” 


Soon, Spencer was sitting on the open deck next to the ship’s wheel, 
hands and feet manacled. Mackenzie and his officers searched the ship, 
looking for incriminating evidence and for co-conspirators. They found 
both, or so they believed. The first was a note, written in Greek, with the 
names of those said to be “certain” or “doubtful,” and those to be kept, 
“willing or unwilling.” The night before, Spencer had approached Purser’s 
Steward Josiah Wales to confide his plan, joke or not, and had alluded to a 
plan on paper hidden in his neckerchief. Wales, fearful and sleepless, had 


reported his conversation with Spencer and told about the paper. A search 
of Spencer failed to find it, but a hunt of his berth turned up the 
incriminating document. As for co-conspirators, several of the crew had 
acted sullenly or had expressed contempt for the captain—led by Spencer, 
who had from the start of the voyage called the captain a “damned old 
granny” behind his back. 


Then, the next evening, there was an accident with the rigging and a rush 
aft by the crew to fix. The crew’s dash to the quarterdeck, stopped by 
Lieutenant Gansevoort, who cocked his pistol and aimed it at the advancing 
men, was taken by Mackenzie as evidence that Spencer’s fellow plotters 
were trying to free him. The following morning, Mackenzie arrested two 
more men: Boatswain’s Mate Samuel Cromwell and seaman Elisha Small. 
On November 29, four more men joined them in chains. Mackenzie, on a 
small, 100-foot vessel with a 120-member crew—an extremely crowded 
ship—faced a real problem. He had no safe place to keep his prisoners, and 
he was not sure that there were not more mutineers in the ranks. He asked 
his officers for their opinion. They interrogated members of the crew and 
offered their advice on November 30: execute Spencer, Cromwell and 
Small as punishment, and quickly, to re-establish control of the ship. 


The following day, in the afternoon, Mackenzie mustered the crew on 
deck. Most of them were young boys, teenagers, on a training cruise as part 
of an experimental program to create seagoing schools instead of the rough- 
and-tumble, often sordid, world of the between decks of a man-of-war. Now 
these boys were getting a strong lesson on the Articles of War, the rules that 
regulated naval life, and on the consequences of defying the absolute 
authority of a captain and his officers. Spencer, Cromwell and Small, with 
hoods over their heads and nooses around their necks, stood on the deck. 
Mackenzie asked Spencer if he wanted, as an officer, to give the order to 
fire the cannon that would signal the crew to haul on the lines and hang 
them. Spencer had accepted, but now, at the end, found that he could not. 


The crewman at the cannon approached Mackenzie, saluted and said: 
“Mr. Spencer says he can not give the word; he wishes the commander to 
give the word himself.” 


Mackenzie did not hesitate. “Fire!” 


The gun roared, and the crew grabbed the lines and ran forward, hoisting 
three kicking bodies up the yardarm. There they struggled, slowly 
strangling, until life left them. 


Mackenzie climbed up onto the trunk, the cover of the passageway 
leading below to the officer’s quarters. It was the highest spot on the deck. 
From there, he spoke to the assembled boys and men, reminding them of 
the dead men’s crimes and how all men were masters of their own fates, and 
not to follow the example of those three. He ended by pointing to the flag 
fluttering at the stern. “Stand by, to give three hearty cheers for the flag of 
our country.” Three cheers, and the crew went below to dinner. The bodies, 
lowered to the deck, were cleaned and prepared for burial. Cromwell and 
Small were lashed into their hammocks with weights. Spencer, dressed in 
his uniform, was laid in a wooden coffin made from two mess-chests. A 
sudden squall sprang up, covering the decks with rain. When it ended, the 
crew, called up from dinner, stood in ranks. Darkness had fallen, and battle 
lanterns illuminated the scene as Mackenzie led them in prayer. Then, one 
by one, the bodies splashed into the sea. 


When Somers reached New York on December 14, news of the “mutiny” 
spread quickly. At first, the press acclaimed Mackenzie’s actions. The New 
York Herald of December 18 enthused: “We can hardly find language to 
express our admiration of the conduct of Commander Mackenzie.” But 
questions soon arose over the hasty nature of the executions, as well as their 
necessity. And then there was the matter of just who Philip Spencer was. 
The nineteen-year-old midshipman was the son of Secretary of War John 
Canfield Spencer. A difficult boy, Philip’s short but notorious naval career 
had been punctuated by drunken behavior and brawls. Somers, ironically, 
had been his last chance. Mackenzie and his officers had not been 
overjoyed, to put it mildly, by his arrival. Nonetheless, Spencer remained 
despite their protests and sailed with Somers on a voyage that took him to 
eternity. 


Mackenzie’s actions aroused outrage among his detractors and concern 
from his friends when, in response to questions as to why he could not have 
kept the prisoners in irons until Somers reached port in the Virgin Islands 
just four days later, he explained that the quick executions at sea had been 
necessary because Spencer, as the son of a prominent man, probably would 
have escaped justice ashore. A damning letter in the Washington 


Madisonian of December 20, probably penned by Spencer’s angry and 
anguished father, whipped up sentiment for the dead midshipman, summing 
up his transgression as “the mere romance of a heedless boy, amusing 
himself, it is true, in a dangerous manner, but still devoid of such murderous 
designs as are imputed.” The actions of Mackenzie, on the other hand, were 
characterized as “the result of unmanly fear, or of a despotic temper, and 
wholly unnecessary at the time” 


Debate over the “mutiny” and Mackenzie’s actions raged in the press, on 
the streets and throughout the nation. Anxious to clear his name, he asked 
for and received a court of inquiry. The month-long hearing absolved him 
of wrongdoing, but not sufficiently to satisfy him, his defenders, his 
detractors or the Secretary of the Navy, who immediately agreed to 
Mackenzie’s request for a full court-martial. The court-martial, on charges 
of murder, illegal punishment, conduct unbecoming an officer, and general 
cruelty and oppression, lasted two months. Some influential citizens rallied 
to Mackenzie’s support, while others, notably the famous author James 
Fenimore Cooper, railed against him as a tyrant and murderer. The court- 
martial finally acquitted Mackenzie of all charges, but not unanimously. At 
the heart of his own near-hanging was the fact that he did not have the legal 
authority to execute his men at sea; they had been denied the very court- 
martial that now protected the captain from a similar fate. 


Alexander Slidell Mackenzie’s career was, however, effectively over. He 
retained his rank but not his ship, nor was he given any other command 
save a brief one years later. 


One significant result was the decision to abolish training ships. Instead, 
in 1845, Secretary of the Navy George Bancroft authorized the creation of a 
school ashore, now the United States Naval Academy, at Annapolis, 
Maryland. And a literary reference to the affair appeared in a book written 
by Herman Melville, cousin of Guert Gansevoort, Somers’s first officer. 
Melville mentioned the “mutiny” in White Jacket in 1850: “Three men, in a 
time of peace, were then hung at the yard-arm, merely because, in the 
Captain’s judgment, it became necessary to hang them. To this day the 
question of their complete guilt is socially discussed.” 


But the most famous use of the Somers’s story by Melville came in his 
last tale found in his desk after his death and not published until 1924 as 
Billy Budd: 


O, ’tis me, not the sentence they’ Il suspend. 
Ay, ay, all is up; and I must up too 
Early in the morning, aloft from alow. 


On that dark December afternoon in 1842, Mackenzie’s decision to hang 
three members of his crew was a controversial one. Sailors are a 
superstitious lot, and a seaman’s poem, published in the New York Herald in 
May 1843, sums up their view of this ship after the hangings: 


The stains of blood are on thy deck, 

Thy freight is curses dark! 

And other hands than flesh and blood 
Thou numberest ’mongst thy crew; 

And a ghostly “mess” thou’|t always hear 
Across the ocean blue... 


And ill luck, and misfortune dire 

Will follow in thy wake, 

Till the ghostly three, where lie their bones, 
Thy last dark haven make. 


Then they started, the tales of a haunted, cursed ship. Much later, a 
member of the brig’s final crew, Midshipman Robert Rodgers, recalled his 
shipmates’ reactions when he told them he had been posted to Somers: “Get 
rid of that craft as soon as you can, for sooner or later she’s bound to go to 
the devil. Since the mutiny damn bad luck goes with her.” 


As for Somers, the brig sank a few years after the notorious “mutiny,” 
with Rodgers aboard. 


OFF VERACRUZ, MEXICO! DECEMBER 8, 1846 


Ever since the war between the United States and Mexico had broken out in 
the spring of 1846, Somers had stayed off Veracruz, enforcing the U.S. 
Navy’s blockade of the port. Now, winter had come, and with it, more 
tedium punctuated by occasional excitement. 


“He’s heading in, sir!” cried the lookout on Somers. As Somers tacked to 
pick up the wind and surge towards the incoming ship, the men loaded the 
guns. Lieutenant Commander Raphael Semmes was sure the other ship was 
going to try to bypass Somers and run into harbor, and it was his job to stop 
it. Lieutenant Parker, standing on the bulwark, telescope trained on the 
horizon as they tracked the suspected blockade runner, turned to Semmes. 
“Tt looks a little squally to windward, sir.” 


A black cloud was racing across the sea, heading directly for them. The 
squall would bring powerful gusts of wind as well as rain, and Semmes 
knew that his ship was in trouble. Somers was “flying light” with little 
ballast, and the tall masts were full of canvas, spread to the wind, to give 
her the speed she needed to intercept the other ship. Somers was built for 
speed, but running with a full rig was a risky business. “Shorten sail, Mr. 
Parker,” Semmes ordered. 


An engraving depicting the wreck of the U.S. 
warship Somers, from Gleason’s Pictorial 
Drawing Room Companion, December 1847. 


“All hands!” Parker bawled. “To the yards. Strike the mainsail and brail 
the spanker!” Men scrambled up the shrouds and spread out onto the yards, 
hands clutching at the billowing canvas of the mainsail as the helmsman 
eased off a bit to slack the sail. With jerks and lurches, as men grabbed 
handfuls of the thick canvas, the main sail climbed up the mast. After the 
men lashed the sail in place, they turned their attention to the spanker, its 


canvas spread out on the boom sling off the back of the mast. As they 
lowered the sail to half its full length, they tied off the loose canvas with the 
brails, rows of line sewn into the sail. 


Then the squall hit. A blast of wind slammed into Somers, and the brig 
rolled. As a sailor screamed “She’s going over!” the man at the wheel called 
out: “She will not answer the helm, sir.” The decks canted sharply, throwing 
men and loose gear. In seconds, the brig lay on her side, water pouring into 
open hatches. Clinging to the rigging, Seninies knew he had one chance to 
save his ship. “Cut away the masts!” he ordered. Balancing above the 
waves on the bulwark, the men grabbed knives and axes and started hacking 
at the thick, tarred lines that supported the masts. But it was too late. The 
masts and yards lay flat on the sea, and the brig was filling fast, settling 
deeper into the water. Somers was sinking. When the hull started to go 
under, Semmes yelled out, “Every man save himself who can!” As the men 
threw themselves into the sea, Somers sank. Just ten minutes after the squall 
hit, the most notorious ship in the U.S. Navy was gone, taking thirty-two 
men with her. 


Somers’s last captain, Raphael Semmes, was a son of the South. He 
survived the sinking and later, during the Civil War, to acclaim (or distress, 
depending on which side of the war you fought on), as Admiral Semmes of 
the Confederate States Navy, he helped to sweep the high seas free of 
Union merchant shipping, capturing and burning any ship flying the 
American flag in his raider css Alabama. 


REDISCOVERING SOMERS 


In 1986, the governor of Mexico’s Veracruz Province, Acosta Lagunes, 
asked art dealer, explorer and filmmaker George Belcher to search out 
historic shipwrecks for the Provincial Museum in Jalapa. Thoughts of 
Spanish galleons full of rich treasures for the museum’s galleries inspired 
the governor’s request, but instead of them, Belcher discovered the 
forgotten grave of Somers in 107 feet of water on June 2, just as a squall 
rolled over his survey boat and covered the scene with darkness and rain. 
Belcher knew the story of the infamous brig, and the significance of his find 
inspired him to seek protection for the wreck from both the Mexican and 


U.S. governments. But first, he had to firmly establish its identity, and so in 
May 1987, he returned to Veracruz with a small team that included 
shipwreck archeologist Mitch Marken and me. 


Our dives proved conclusively that this was indeed Somers, setting off 
three years of negotiation between the United States and Mexico over who 
owned the wreck and what would happen to it. The Mexicans agreed to 
protect the site, in response to news that local divers had been plundering 
the wreck, taking weapons, bottles and the ship’s chronometer, which I had 
last seen lying in the sand at the stern, exactly where it would have dropped 
from the deteriorating binnacle at the wheel. It has never been seen again, a 
reminder that significant finds, if not acted on immediately, end up being 
taken by looters and souvenir hunters. While I condemn the souvenir 
hunters, I also blame bureaucratic circumstances when governments stand 
by, either for lack of funding or lack of interest, and leave sites like Somers 
unprotected and unexcavated. 


Eventually, the two nations agreed to share the costs, such as they were, 
of documenting Somers. This was no mean feat for Mexico, as it had far 
less money than the United States. The Armada de Mexico provided a 
patrol boat, Margarita Maza de Juarez, its crew, their SEAL team (the 
Commandos Subacuaticos) and a team of underwater archeologists from the 
National Institute of Anthropology and History, headed by Dr. Pilar Luna 
Erreguerena. I led the U.S. team, loaned by the National Park Service’s 
Submerged Cultural Resources Unit, with archeologists and wreck mappers 
Jerry Livingston and Larry Nordby, and photographer John Brooks. George 
Belcher and his brother Joel, the discoverers of the wreck, came as our 
guests but paying their own way. In July 1990, we gathered in Veracruz. It 
had been three years since I had last dived Somers, and, like George, I was 
both excited and uneasy about what we would find. 


The thoughts of Billy Budd as he waits in the ship’s brig for his execution 
come to mind as I perch on the edge of the patrol boat, preparing to drop 
“fathoms down, fathoms down” to where “oozy weeds” do twist, not 
around a dead boy, but amidst the bones of Somers, the ship that inspired 
Herman Melville’s haunting tale: 


But me they’ll lash in hammock, drop me deep. 
Fathoms down, fathoms down, how I’Il dream fast asleep. 
I feel it stealing now. Sentry, are you there? 


Just ease these darbies at the wrist, 
And roll me over fair, 
I am sleepy, and the oozy weeds about me twist. 


I turn to George Belcher and nod. Together, we roll off backward, 
splashing into the warm blue water. Other splashes follow us, and soon a 
cluster of divers is hanging on the anchor line. A final check of the gear, 
then we let the air out of our buoyancy vests and drop into the murky 
depths. Sixty feet down, I’m in a cloudy haze of grayish-green water, my 
dive partner a blurry form. Ninety feet, and the blur clears as I switch on my 
dive light. The bottom is approaching, so I give the buoyancy vest a quick 
hit of air. My descent slows and stops, and I’m hovering over a large iron 
anchor, nearly no feet below the surface. In front of me, the curving form of 
a ship’s bow rises up out of the silt, sweeping sharply back like the edge of 
a knife blade. 


Sleeping in her grave, the clipper brig Somers, perhaps the most 
notorious ship in the history of the United States Navy, lies before me at the 
bottom of the Gulf of Mexico. Canted on her side, the wooden hull largely 
consumed by marine organisms, Somers is now truly a ghost ship, her form 
outlined by the copper sheathing that once protected her hull from the 
voracious appetite of marine creatures. Impervious to the attack of the 
teredo worms that eat wooden ships’ hulls, the copper has leached its 
metallic salts into a thin layer of wood so that this fragile remnant of 
Somers still holds her form perfectly more than 140 years after she went 
down. A slow and steady decay, this, and as a result, everything lies on the 
seabed exactly as it once did on the decks and in the holds: iron cannon, 
anchor chain, the ship’s stove and other gear, even the iron fittings and 
blocks from the masts. Everything inside Somers, after she sank, lay 
trapped in the hull as it deteriorated and collapsed over the decades, and 
presumably much of it should still be here, buried in layers of rotten wood, 
sand, silt and thick masses of corroded iron. Indications of what was once 
inside the ship, and of lives interrupted and lost, include a small white plate, 


an oval serving platter from the officers’ wardroom and a small black glass 
bottle. 


I drift past the iron davits for the port quarter boat. Lying flat on the 
sand, they are a reminder of the only boat to get away from the sinking 
Somers. It ferried several men to the safety of the nearby island of Isla 
Verde. Many others never made it, trapped below by the rushing water or 
drowned in the open sea as their heavy boots and uniforms pulled them 
under. I also recall, as I float for a moment over this spot, that this is where 
young Philip Spencer lay manacled to the deck on that long-ago night of 
November 26, 1842, in the first of a chain of events that cost three lives and 
ruined others. Spencer, Cromwell and Small were all chained at the stern, 
Small next to the aftermost 32-pounder carronade on the port side. That gun 
lies here now, and I swim up to take a look at it. 


As I continue my tour of the wreck, I see that three of the four 
carronades on the starboard side lie buried muzzle down in the sand, 
showing that Somers sank sideways, never righting as she dropped into the 
depths, and landed on the starboard side. I stop and carefully run a small 
iron probe up inside the barrel of one of the guns. The probe stops 24 inches 
into the 4-foot bore of the carronade. I turn to another gun and try it. It, too, 
is blocked. I smile and turn to Pilar Luna, who is shining a light on the gun 
to help me guide the probe. These guns are loaded, as we expected. After 
all, Somers was ready for action, in the middle of a chase, when the squall 
hit. 

A long metal tube, topped by what looks like an open trough, is the 
brig’s pump, once used to remove water from the hold, but useless on that 
fateful morning. Lying on the bottom, it is now being mapped by Larry 
Nordby and Jerry Livingston. Their tape measure indicates it is just over u 
feet long—a perfect match for the depth of the hold. A metal flange, almost 
halfway up the iron tube, would not be noticed by most people, but Larry 
instantly recognizes that it means the area below decks was divided into a 
berth deck, where the men lived, and a lower hold. This flange marks the 
location of that divide, a feature not recorded in the few surviving plans of 
the brig. It is also an indicator of just how small and crowded this vessel 
was, particularly on that winter voyage in 1842, with 120 men and boys 
packed on these decks and in 


Captain Santos Gomez Leyva of the Armada de 
Mexico and Dr. Pilar Luna Erregueren a watch 
as Larry Nordby works on the map of the wreck 
of Somers aboard the patrol vessel Margarita 
Maza de Juarez, 1990. James P. Delgado 


these berths. Confronted by the small size of Somers, we gain a new 
perspective on how just a handful of men, suspected of plotting a mutiny, 
could inspire the near-panic that led to three hasty hangings. 


We find more reminders of the crew as we swim forward. Lying on its 
side is the huge cast-iron galley stove of the brig, its flue still attached. The 
hinged opening of the stove has fallen away, and when I flash my light into 
the stove, I can see that the drip pan and range grates are still in place. My 
light startles a small fish, which darts out of the stove, and I chuckle at the 
thought of its making a home where once it would have been cooked. A 


scatter of bottles and a ceramic jug are all that remain of the ship’s 
provisions, including a bottle with a lead foil cap from “Wells Miller & 
Provost, 217 Front St., New York.” That New York merchant was the 
nation’s leading manufacturer of preserved foods and condiments in its day, 
and finding the bottle is the sort of human connection across time that 
makes history special. This bottle probably held a popular condiment, a 
special touch to make a sailor’s meal just a little tastier. I like making 
discoveries like this. 


As we turn to leave, I look down, and my heart stops. There are bones 
scattered in the wreckage, yellow and mottled. Thirty-two men died on 
Somers, and the wreck is a war grave. Have we found the remains of some 
of the crew? We’ve been told to respectfully collect any human remains and 
return them home for analysis and reburial, so I take a closer look. There 
are three vertebra and a short, small bone that could be from a radius or 
ulna. But I can tell that they’re not human. These are from a large hog ora 
small cow, part of the rations of salted meat packed in barrels and carried as 
provisions. Somers’s log shows she had nine barrels of what sailors liked to 
complain was “salt horse” when she sank. This is what’s left of some of it. 


As I begin my slow ascent to the surface, stopping to decompress, I think 
about Somers and the stories locked in her decaying timbers. Powerful 
events played out on those decks and changed the course of a navy. Our 
team never loses sight of that tragedy over the next few days as we continue 
our inspection, complete our chart and finally bid the wreck goodbye. 


After our departure from Veracruz, the Armada de Mexico closes the site 
to all divers and vows to keep a close watch on the site. A return visit by the 
National Park Service a few years ago found Somers looking much as we 
had left her, but with more evidence of unauthorized visitors who have 
taken souvenirs. With the exception of these few illegal divers, Somers rests 
alone in the eternal darkness. If that broken hull could speak, I’d like to 
think that, just like Billy Budd, she would ask to be left in the solitude of 
the sea. 


CHAPTER FIVE 
TITANIC 


ABOVE THE ABYSS 


It’s 6:00 a.m., and the first hints of light on the horizon reveal scattered 
clouds in a gray sky and the flecks of whitecaps on the ocean’s dark surface. 
I’m aboard the Russian research vessel Akademik Mstislav Keldysh. We’re 
slowly steaming in a wide circle, barely making headway in the rolling sea. 
For the last week, we’ve kept the same course, 368 miles southeast of St. 
John’s, Newfoundland, constantly retracing our wake on this patch of 
ocean, far from sight of land. 


Featureless it may be, but this area of ocean is famous because of what 
happened here on the late evening and early morning hours of April 14 and 
15, 1912. Two and a quarter miles below us, at the bottom of the sea, lies 
the wreck of Titanic. And in a few hours, I will slowly descend to the ocean 
floor, sealed in a small deep-sea submersible, to visit the wreck in the 
freezing, pitch-black, crushing depths. 


Ever since Titanic’s shattered hulk was discovered in 1985, only about a 
hundred people have made the risky dive into the abyss to visit it. That’s far 
fewer than the number of humans who have flown into space. 


The name itself says it all: Titanic. The second of three enormous 
steamships designed and built to be the world’s largest, Titanic was the 
epitome of an age of confidence and achievement. The ship was 882 feet, 9 
inches long, with a beam or width of 92 feet, 6 inches. From her keel to the 
top of her funnels, Titanic towered 175 feet, and the distance from the 
waterline to the boat deck was the same as a six-story building. The hull 
displaced or weighed 66,000 tons. Each steel plate that went into the hull 
was 30 feet long, 6 feet wide and an inch thick. 


The wreck itself, deep down in the eternal darkness of the bottom of the 
North Atlantic, has continued, as author Susan Wels points out, “to fire and 
torment the public’s imagination.” “The location of her sinking,” said Wels, 


“an imprecisely known patch of the Atlantic, vacant and menacing... 
became part of the world’s geography. Unknown and unreachable, her 
abyssal grave and her fatal voyage obsessed dreamers and adventurers for 
more than seven decades.” 


When the news of finding Titanic, by the joint French-U.S. team of Jean- 
Louis Michel and Robert Ballard, was announced in the early moming 
hours of September 1, 1985, the world’s press provided, at first in brief 
snippets, and then in more detail, images and information from the bottom 
of the Atlantic. From a few simple views of the bow and a single boiler to 
dozens of images of empty decks, empty lifeboat davits and scattered 
debris, the eerie scenes gave immediacy to what was, for a new generation, 
a distant and abstract tragedy. Robert Ballard himself felt it, just hours after 
his euphoria over finding the wreck faded. “It was one thing to have won— 
to have found the ship. It was another thing to be there. That was the 
spooky part. I could see the Titanic as she slipped nose first into the glassy 
water. Around me were the ghostly shapes of the lifeboats and the piercing 
shouts and screams of people freezing to death in the water.” 


The wreck of Titanic, in all its twisted, rusting splendor, like many other 
historic sites—Pompeii, Tutankhamen’s tomb or other shipwrecks—gives 
people a “temporal touchstone.” In this case, it is a time machine that 
provides a physical link to the “night to remember.” I’ve joined other 
viewers of many television specials, the IMAx film Titanica and James 
Cameron’s movie Titanic to watch as submersibles and cameras pass 
various spots mentioned in the history books and survivors’ accounts. The 
crow’s nest where lookout Frederick Fleet picked up the telephone and gave 
warning of an iceberg. The boat deck with its empty lifeboat davits. The 
remains of the bridge, where Captain Edward John Smith was last seen. But 
being an archeologist who has spent two decades exploring the seabed and 
lost shipwrecks, I wanted to see this wreck for myself. Zegrahm DeepSea 
Voyages, a subsidiary of Zegrahm Expeditions in Seattle, Washington, has 
offered adventurers the opportunity to participate in Russian scientific dives 
to the wreck of Titanic since 1998. The price—$35,500 in 1999—was out 
of my range, but Zegrahm offered me the chance of a lifetime. As a 
lecturing archeologist and “team leader,” I could join the year 2000 
scientific expedition and get a dive, if I would share my experiences and 
observations with my fellow passengers. 


At the heart of the research vessel Akademik Mstislav Keldysh’s 
operations are two extraordinary submersibles, Mir 1 and Mir 2. “Mother 
ship” to the two subs, and a floating workshop and scientific platform, 
Keldysh is the center of Russia’s deep-sea program. The participation of 
Mir 1 and Mir 2 in the IMAx film and Cameron’s Titanic made both 
submersibles famous, as well as Keldysh and her crew. Their star status 
notwithstanding, the men and women of Keldysh are excellent scientists and 
technicians whose work has advanced the frontiers of science. The ocean 
covers two-thirds of the planet, yet during the last century of oceanographic 
research, humans have gained detailed knowledge of only 5 per cent of its 
depths. 


In the nineteenth century, scientists dropped dredges and nets to grab 
samples from the deep, while divers wearing heavy helmets, thick 
rubberized canvas suits and lead-weighted boots walked the shallower 
depths. In 1930, the first submersible to go deep, William Beebe’s round 
steel bathysphere, made a 3,280-foot dive off Bermuda, suspended on a 
steel cable from a surface ship. It was followed in the late 1940s and 1950s 
by bathyscaphes—self-propelled undersea vehicles with tanks for buoyancy 
and ballast. In the 1960s, the Cold War with Russia inspired the 
development and construction of deep submersibles, as the ocean depths 
became a strategic frontier. The famous Alvin, as well as France’s Nautile, 
both deep-ocean submersibles developed during the Cold War, were 
involved in the earliest dives on Titanic. Back home, at my own Vancouver 
Maritime Museum, is another Cold War-era submersible, built in 1968: Ben 
Franklin is capable of diving to 3,280 feet and staying down for thirty days, 
the largest deep-diving submersible ever built. 


Mir 1 and Mir 2 were built in Finland in 1985-87 at a cost of $25 million 
each, for Russia’s Shirshov Institute of Oceanology. The builder, Rauma- 
Repola, was awarded the contract after the United States pressured the 
Canadian government to block the sale of Vancouver-built Pisces 
submersibles to the Soviets. Each 18.6-ton Mir is an engineering marvel 
capable of diving to (and returning from) depths of up to 4 miles. The heart 
of each sub is a 6-foot diameter nickel-steel pressure sphere 1% inches 
thick. Inside that small sphere, three persons—a pilot and two observers, as 
well as life-support equipment, sonars and the sub’s controls—have to fit. It 
is a tight, cramped workspace. 


After we load our gear, Keldysh clears the harbor of St. John’s and begins 
the twenty-hour cruise to the Titanic wreck site. We arrive in the early 
morning hours of September 1. The crew of Keldysh prepares for the dive 
by dropping three acoustic transponders around the wreck to help the two 
Mirs to navigate and to give mission control aboard Keldysh an indication 
of where we are 2% miles below them. 


Five days of diving—a total often dives, each with two passengers and a 
Russian pilot—follow. As we slowly circle this famous patch of ocean, I 
Stare out over the dark blue water and then up at the clear night sky, the 
stars burning brightly, unobscured by city lights. I can’t help thinking about 
what happened at this very site eighty-eight years ago. Ballard was right 
when he said this is a spooky spot on the ocean. The power of the human 
imagination, and the fact that I am exactly where the tragic events 
happened, bring to mind that ill-fated ship poised on the brink of her final 
plunge, the silently bobbing bodies, deck chairs, broken wood and steamer 
trunks. The next morning, some people confess that during the evening they 
came up on deck, or like me, looked out of an open porthole, and felt the 
impact of being here—it was an emotional moment. Those of us who will 
be diving in the subs are wondering how we will feel, how we will react, 
when we reach the ocean’s floor and see Titanic. 


In conversations with the other divers and participants, the motive for 
their presence on the expedition is a constant and early question. Each of us 
wants to know why the others chose to do this dive. One motive is historical 
interest—a British non-diving passenger is a keen student of Titanic’s 
history, and many others have more than a passing acquaintance with the 
ship’s famous story. Another is that it is an opportunity to participate in the 
exploration of a shipwreck and to see a part of our world that few ever visit. 
There is a powerful intellectual curiosity afoot, stoked not just by this 
famous shipwreck but also by working with a top team of scientists and 
technicians to experience first hand these amazing submersibles and to view 
the ocean depths. By volume, the sea covers 99.5 per cent of our biosphere, 
with 78.5 per cent of that taken up by deep ocean. 


There is probably more diversity of life in the deep sea than on land, and 
the opportunity to see some of that life, as well as the very real possibility 


of discovering a new species through observation as the subs drop through 
the water, interests a few of the diving passengers. For others, there is the 
rarity of what we are about to do. And for most, if not all, there is the 
passionate desire to learn more, to connect with the past, by visiting the 
wreck in person and not just seeing it on film. This is a visit to an undersea 
museum and graveyard, made all the more powerful by the nature of the 
tragic event that left the wreck and its scattered contents as a moment in 
time. 


Driving the need to visit the wreck now is a concern over reports that 
Titanic is deteriorating rapidly. A usa TODAY story, published just before 
we departed, quoted scientists who think that Titanic will collapse within 
two years. There is also a concern that the ongoing salvage of Titanic’s 
artifacts by RMs Titanic Inc., an American salvage firm, is diminishing the 
“time capsule” effect of the wreck. Since 1987, RMs Titanic Inc. has made 
over a hundred dives and pulled nearly six thousand artifacts from the sea. 


RMS Titanic Inc. is seeking to cover the costs of its dives through public 
displays of these artifacts, as well as film deals and souvenir sales that 
include small pieces of coal from Titanic’s bunkers. Recently, the company, 
which has no museum or permanent home for the collection, raised the 
possibility of selling the artifacts. While that sale idea has been blocked, for 
the time being at least, by the U.S. courts, there is a risk, whether through 
nature or by human activity, that the opportunity to explore the ultimate 
Titanic museum—the shipwreck site itself and the associated artifacts—is at 
risk. 


DIVING ON TITANIC: A DAY TO REMEMBER 


We assemble in the lab at 9:30 a.m. Mir 1 is loading, and we watch as the 
huge crane picks up the submersible, swings it over the side and then, 
timing the waves, lowers it into the water. As the support boat Koresh 
(“friend” in Russian) comes alongside, a Zodiac roars up and a wet-suited 
diver leaps out from it onto the partially awash Mir. After unhooking the 
huge umbilical that connects Mir to the crane, he fastens a towline and 
straddles the sub, riding it as Koresh pulls it clear of Keldysh. Then he 


unhooks the towline, and, as the Zodiac quickly swoops in, he makes a 
flying leap into it as Mir 1 starts her dive. 


Now it’s our turn. My dive partner is Scott Fitzsimmons, president of 
Zegrahm. After a quick chat with Anatoly Sagalevitch, the senior scientist, 
and our pilot, Evgeny “Genya” Chernaiev, we climb up the ladder one by 
one, at 9:45 a.m. At the top, two technicians take our shoes (no shoes are 
allowed inside in order to keep the sub’s delicate electronics dust-free) and 
hand us our gear as we lower ourselves through the narrow hatch. A thick 
rubber O-ring is positioned on the hatch’s tapered rim to make a watertight 
seal. Looking at it, I can’t help but think about the explosion of the space 
shuttle Challenger. Faulty O-rings doomed Challenger and her crew ina 
disaster caused by an over-reliance on technology—and many observers 
have compared Challenger to Titanic. I take a hard look at the O-ring but 
am reassured by the careful inspection that the Russian crew give it. 


Scott follows me in, and we take up positions on either side of Genya as 
he preps the sub for launch. We lie, half-flexed, on narrow padded bunks 
that have me tucking my feet into a crowded corner between cables and 
stowed gear. The crew lowers the hatch and Genya secures it, then he folds 
up the internal ladder and locks it over the hatch. He switches on life 
support, and as the air gets richer with oxygen, the muffled bumping above 
us signals the arrival of the crane. Peering out the tiny view ports, we watch 
the deckhands unshackle the cables that hold Mir 2 to the deck, then we rise 
up and over the gunwale. It is a smooth ride, and not until we hit the water 
do we feel any movement. We roll with the waves as Koresh tows us clear 
of Keldysh. Genya reaches overhead and floods our ballast tanks with 3,300 
pounds of sea water, then suddenly, just 9 feet beneath the waves, the sub 
stops rolling. We’re dropping now, at a rate of about 105 feet a minute, 
slowly picking up speed as we free-fall all the way down to the ocean floor. 
The slow spin of the sub’s compass shows we’re spiraling, just the way that 
water does when it goes down a drain. 


It’s hot inside the sub—about 75° F—and as we fall, Genya rechecks the 
systems. Only one small light is on, and Genya is playing light jazz on the 
CD player. In two minutes, we pass 213 feet, the maximum depth I’ve 
reached as a scuba diver. Scott exchanges a grin with me—we’re looking 
forward to hitting bottom in a couple of hours. The feet click away on the 
electronic display behind me, and we both watch at 492 feet as the last light 


disappears from the water. Light blue gave way to dark magenta, but now it 
is pitch black outside. The light from inside the sub dimly outlines the 
manipulator arm and video camera mounted near my view port, and as | 
watch it, I notice the occasional flash of a bioluminescent sea creature as we 
continue to fall. 


At 10:50 a.m., we reach 6,560 feet. Genya switches on the powerful 
external lights for a check and examines the motors of Sergeytch, our small 
remotely operated vehicle (ROV), in its external “garage.” The ROV is a 
small robot camera linked to Mir 2 by a cable. It has not worked all week, 
and technicians spent long hours fixing a thruster problem so that we can 
get some close-in interior photos of Titanic. All systems are “go” as Genya 
fires up Sergeytch and tries the thrusters. At 11:17, Mir 2 reaches 9,840 
feet, and Genya turns on the sonar and pings the seabed below us. At 11:42, 
Genya starts Mir 2’s thrusters, and we slow to lightly touch down at 11:45. 


The deep-sea submersible Mir 1 being lowered 
to dive on Titanic. James P. Delgado 


We’re at a depth of 12,465 feet. That’s 2 % miles down, the average 
depth of the world’s oceans, and the deepest I’ve ever been. The pressure 
outside the sphere is 6,000 psi. If we spring a leak, we won’t live long 
enough to worry about it. Outside Mir 2, in a net bag lashed to a sonar, we 
carry some forty Styrofoam cups as souvenirs for the crew and passengers 
on Keldysh. The intense pressure collapses and shrinks the cups, complete 
with the written inscriptions and decorations people have added to them, to 
less than half their original size. But this environment, though perpetually 


dark and crushing, does support life. The seemingly barren, yellow-white 
clay and silt bottom is the habitat for some species, including a large, ashy 
gray rattail fish that slowly swims before us as Genya lifts the sub off the 
bottom and we start moving forward. The sonar, reaching ahead of us, 
clearly shows the sharp angle of Titanic’s bow 1,640 feet away in the dark. 


We start to climb a mound of tumbled clay. Suddenly, without warning, a 
wall of rusting steel looms out of the darkness. It fills the view ports as our 
bright lights pick out the edges of the hull plates and the rivers of rust 
bleeding from them and onto the seabed. The mound we have climbed was 
created when Titanic’s bow slammed into the seabed and ploughed it up as 
she slid along, until the thick clay arrested the motion of its long fall from 
the surface. Genya slowly pilots Mir 2 up past the huge anchor, still in its 
hawse pipe, then here we are, at the tip of the bow made famous by 
Leonardo DiCaprio’s “king of the world” exuberance and his lingering kiss 
with Kate Winslet in the movie Titanic. The size of the massive spare 
anchor nestled atop the bow stuns me. It is bigger than our sub, and despite 
seeing numerous photos and videos of it, nothing has quite prepared me for 
the scale of the anchor—or the ship. 


We pass over the bow, the anchor chain, the capstans with their brass 
covers, the No. 1 cargo hold and the anchor windlass. We stop for an hour 
at the cargo hold, latching on to the edge of the hatch with one of Mir’s 
arms. Genya switches on the tiny Rov Sergeytch and sends it down into the 
hold. Despite working perfectly earlier, the ROv now has a problem. One of 
its thrusters is not working, and try as he can, Genya cannot easily 
maneuver Sergeytch. But we do get a view of the inside of the wreck. It is a 
rust-filled cavern, with dangling rusticles everywhere. We cannot penetrate 
far in without fear of losing Sergeytch, though, so finally Genya slowly 
backs it out and returns it to its small “garage.” We fire up our motors, 
unhook from the hatch and continue our dive. 


Forward of the windlass rests the broken base of the ship’s mast, and we 
follow the steep angle of the fallen mast up into the gloom. An open oval 
hatch in the mast marks the location of the crow’s nest. We shine a light in, 
and see the rungs of the ladder that the lookouts once climbed to reach this 
perch. I think of the opening act of the drama that started here at 11:40 on 
that long-ago evening—“Iceberg, right ahead!” Then we pass over the 
folded arms of the cargo cranes and stop, hovering, over the bridge deck. 


The ship’s bridge is gone, either smashed by a falling funnel or swept 
away by the sea as Titanic sank. Captain Smith was last seen here, and I 
think of the scene in the film where he locks himself in and gazes in horror 
as the cold green sea presses against the windows, with just the creaking of 
the dying ship to keep him company before the glass shatters and the sea 
engulfs the bridge. Now, all that remains is the brass telemotor, or steering 
gear, the wooden sill of the bridge’s bulkheads, and a tangle of electrical 
wires from the lights and controls. Five brass memorial plaques and a 
bundle of plastic red roses and ferns, placed here by other expeditions, are a 
powerful reminder that for a number of people, this ship is a gravesite. 


There are other, equally affecting reminders of the tragedy. Lifeboat 
davits stand at the edges of the boat deck, their empty falls a silent 
indictment of too few boats and boats lowered in haste only half full. 
Proceeding along the port-side boat deck, we come to a davit lying over the 
deck. Up until now, I have been intently observing, shooting photos and 
focusing on the physical reality of the wreck. But I realize this is not just 
any davit. This is the davit for lifeboat No. 8. What happened at this exact 
spot on the deck is one of the great and haunting stories of that night. Isidor 
and Ida Straus, with their maid, came to this boat. Mrs. Straus and the maid 
climbed in, but Mr. Straus could not, of course, given the rule of “women 
and children first.” 


The boat was not full, and there were no other women or children to 
load, but rules were rules. There was also a powerful social convention that 
would have branded Straus a coward had he climbed into that boat. But 
Mrs. Straus believed that their place was together. They had been married 
for more than fifty years, and so, filled with love, Mrs. Straus climbed out 
of that lifeboat and walked away with her husband, presumably back to 
their cabin to wait for the end together. In the James Cameron film, they are 
lying dressed in their coats, on their bed, holding each other and weeping as 
the cold sea pours in. As we drift over that davit, what happened to the 
Strauses ceases to be a story. It is real, as real as the deck and that fallen 
davit from the boat that they did not take to safety. 


I have tears in my eyes as we pass over the davit. Some people think 
archeology is all about science, while others argue that it is about humanity. 
I tend to agree with the humanists, for though science does play in a role in 
what we do, we should never lose sight of the fact that the focus of our 


work is people. The power of Mrs. Straus’s sacrifice is a reminder of that, 
and as I cry, I notice I am not alone. The wreck of Titanic, down here in the 
darkness and silence, preserves a sense of immediacy and a link to tragedy, 
both large scale and individual, that you do not often experience. 


We then rise, passing over the gaping doorways and windows of the 
officers’ quarters. Glass in the panes brightly reflects our lights. Ahead is 
the skylight that looks down into the Marconi Wireless Room, where the 
sos was broadcast from the sinking ship. Here, some of the heroes of the 
disaster, like senior wireless operator Harold Bride, worked to the very end, 
trying to get help. 


We turn around and move aft to where the first-class staircase, in all of 
its ornately carved splendor, once led below. At the edge of one deck, two 
chandeliers are visible, hanging from their wiring, a reminder of former 
elegance in this ruin. We follow the sloping deck to the break in the hull 
where the ship ripped apart as the stern rose high into the air. For years after 
the tragedy, some people argued that Titanic sank intact, while others 
insisted that the ship was torn apart. The arguments ended with the 
discovery of the wreck in 1985. 


We descend to the seabed again, turning forward to look into the severed 
bow section’s boiler room. Here Titanic fractured: the torn and crumpled 
steel, the half crushed and twisted water and steam pipes, and the five 
massive boilers that rise before us as high as a three-story-tall wall, are 
impressive not only in their mass but in the gargantuan scale of the damage. 
The steel is deformed and stretched in some areas like saltwater taffy on a 
hot summer’s day. Other hull plates have jagged edges like a shattered 
porcelain plate. Everywhere is a tangled mess of electrical wires. As we 
edge along this open wound, we look up to see the towering mass of the 
decks above us. The danger of a sudden collapse and our burial in the debris 
spurs Genya to pull away at last and head out across the abyssal plain to 
examine the stern. 


The debris field that lies between the two sections of the hull is an array 
of hardware, hunks of steel, lumps of coal and occasional items that speak 
to the splendor of the ship and the lives changed by or lost in the disaster. I 
see linoleum tiles, a ceramic sink bowl, plates, a section of brass bench and 
shoes. I also see a copper pan from the ship’s galley, looking amazingly 
bright after nearly nine decades in the sea. The shifting sands keep it 


polished, Genya suggests. I have been told that the debris field looks as if a 
small city exploded in space and rained down, and it is an apt description. 


The bow section of Titanic is separated from the stern by some 1,790 
feet. That distance seems to go on forever down here, but gradually, the 
pieces of debris get larger. We pass a crank from an engine that seems to be 
as big as an average family minivan, and then one of the ship’s boilers. 
Finally, we reach the stern. The stern is a mangled, deformed mass of steel, 
but in its wreckage we can discern the form of the hull as it swept back to 
the rudder, the deckhouses, a half-fallen cargo crane, the stub of a mast and 
the graceful curve of the poop deck. We edge forward to view the massive 
reciprocating steam engines. The cast iron is fractured because the 
cylinders, each the size of a large truck, imploded with the pressure of the 
sea as the stern sank. Nestled between the cracks and broken pipe is a 
beautiful ceramic teapot; its handle is intact but the spout is broken. Lighter 
debris, like the teapot, rained down for hours after the ship sank, falling 
onto the heavier wreckage that had plummeted to the bottom first. 


Titanic is such a part of the mass-media world in which we live that my 
mind keeps flashing back to the various written stories and films. Here, 
inside the engine room, as I look at the teapot, I think back to a scene in the 
1958 classic movie A Night to Remember. The chief engineer is talking to 
the men who are running the electrical system. The chief is asked, “How are 
things up top, sir? Any chance for us?” He stops and says, “Whatever 
happens, we’ve got to keep the lights going. I’ll give the word when it’s 
time to go, and then it’s every man for himself.” He pauses and goes on. 
“But it won’t be so bad, they say the Carpathia is on her way to us, should 
be here any time now.” As he leaves, the engineer in charge turns to his 
men and says, with a slight smile, “Well, let’s hope they’re right, eh boys? 
If anyone feels like praying, you’d 


The bow of RMS Titanic at the bottom of the 
North Atlantic. James P. Delgado 


better go ahead. The rest can join me in a cup of tea.” It’s just a movie, but I 
remember that scene of understated British heroism as I look at the teapot in 
the wrecked engine room. 


Slowly, we pull back from the engines, past warped walkways, torn 
pipes and hanging wires. We turn, and Genya pilots us back to the stern. A 
narrow opening between the sea floor and the overhanging steel mass of the 
stern beckons us, and as Genya slowly pilots Mir 2 into the gap, we enter a 
rusting cave. I ask Genya what our clearance is. He glances at the sonar, 
makes a quick calculation, and answers that we have 20 inches of clearance 
from the bottom, and the same between us and the steel wreckage above. 


We edge in without a bump, stopping just ahead of one of Titanic’s 21-ton 
bronze propellers, half buried in the silt. Genya not only manages to get us 
in but extracts Mir 2 without a scrape, then takes us to the propeller on the 
other side of the stern. Despite Genya’s skill, the maneuverability of Mir 2 
and the reassurance of looking at hull plates still covered with black paint 
and with very little rust, Scott and I breath a sigh of relief when we’re out. 


Genya nudges the controls and we drift up past the tip of the stern, where 
the words “Titanic, Liverpool” once were. The edge of the poop deck, with 
its collapsed railing, marks the last piece of the ship to sink, and we stare 
silently, thinking of the struggling crowd of people who clustered here, 
hands grasping that railing, clinging on as the stern climbed higher and 
higher, then dropped into the deep. I also think of the ship’s baker, Charles 
Joughlin, who balanced himself on this rail, clad in a thick fur coat and 
drunk as a lord. He stepped off the rail just as the stern sank and reportedly 
didn’t even get his head wet. Lubricated by the alcohol and insulated by his 
coat, he was not killed by the cold water. He was pulled into a lifeboat and 
survived. 


Before we start our ascent, we briefly tour the debris field around the 
stern, noting huge pieces of hull, a broken-off engine cylinder, a cargo 
crane, the ornate bronze end of a deck bench, wine bottles and plates. Off to 
one side is a pair of boots. Small, flat-heeled and calf-length, they are the 
boots of a working-class woman, perhaps a steerage passenger. They lie 
side by side and are still laced tight. We pass over them in respectful 
silence, for while the body is long gone, consumed by the sea, this is a place 
where one of Titanic’s dead came to rest. It’s much colder now, and I pull 
on a sweater, wondering as I do if it is really the lower temperature or what 
we’ ve just seen. 


My thoughts are on many things as Genya powers the thrusters and we 
start to rise, pumping seawater out of the ballast tanks all the way as the 
outside pressure relents, bit by bit, during the two-hour ride to the surface. 
We’re elated with excitement because of our visit to this undersea museum, 
historic site and memorial, but we’re also reflective and somber. After years 
of studying Titanic, reading the history books and watching hours of video 
of other dives, this dive has put all the pieces together for me. 


We reach the surface at 6:50 p.m. After thirty minutes of bobbing and 
rolling on the surface, we rise dripping, out of the sea to land on the deck of 


Keldysh. At 7:25—after nine hours and forty minutes inside Mir 2, we step 
out into the last light of day. It feels good to breathe in the sea air and watch 
the sun set over the North Atlantic. 


This place is more than a memorial, more than a museum. It is a place 
that, like a battlefield, the pyramids of Egypt, or the Forum in Rome, is a 
reminder of humanity’s achievements and the price we often pay in our 
quest. Titanic should not be left to the salvagers, nor should it be 
surrendered entirely to the dark solitude of the deep. We must keep the 
stories and the lessons alive and ever present. 


Back in St. John’s, I pack my bags for a flight home to Vancouver. 
There, I repack my bags and prepare for a return trip to the east coast of 
Canada. A new venture I’m involved in, a documentary television series 
called The Sea Hunters, has started what we hope will be a long-running 
series based on Clive Cussler’s best-seller of the same name. We will search 
the world’s oceans for famous shipwrecks. While I’ve been out exploring 
Titanic, some of the crew members of The Sea Hunters have been searching 
for Carpathia, the ship that rescued Titanic’s survivors. 


CHAPTER SIX 
CARPATHIA 


THE NORTH ATLANTIC! APRIL 15, 1912 


Harold Thomas Cottam’s watch was long over, but the wireless operator of 
the Cunard liner Carpathia was still at his post, listening to the dot-dit-dot- 
dit Morse transmissions of other ships and the shore. Cottam’s late-night 
wakefulness was unusual, but he wanted to catch the latest news flashes 
from the station at Cape Race. As he reached down to unlace his boots, he 
suddenly stopped, stunned by the message coming in over the airwaves. 


The news he heard changed his life—and probably saved those of more 
than 700 others. The White Star liner Titanic, bound to New York on her 
maiden voyage with 2,224 persons aboard, was calling for help. 


As Cottam acknowledged the signal, Titanic’s wireless operator, John 
George “Jack” Phillips called back: «cqgqo—cQqo—sos—sos—CQD—MGY. 
Come at once. We have struck a berg. It’s a cQp, old man. Position 41.46 N, 
50.14 W” cqQp was the wireless distress call, and sos was the new call just 
introduced to replace it. MGY was Titanic’s call sign. There was no 
mistaking the news, as much as Cottam could scarcely believe his ears. The 
new and “practically unsinkable” Titanic was going down. 


“Shall I tell my captain?” Cottam wired back. 
“Yes, quick,” came the reply. 


Racing to Carpathia’s bridge, Cottam blurted the news to First Officer 
Dean, who, without knocking, went straight into the cabin of Captain 
Arthur Rostron. In the 1958 classic movie A Night to Remember, the scene, 
as re-created, has Rostron yelling out, “What the devil!” and sitting up 
angrily in his bed, but Cottani’s quick explanation stops him from taking the 
wireless operator to task. In his memoirs, Rostron wrote: “I had but recently 
turned in and was not asleep, and drowsily I said to myself: ‘Who the 
dickens is this cheeky beggar coming into my cabin without knocking?’ 
Then the First Officer was blurting out the facts and you may be sure I was 


very soon doing all that was in the ship’s power to render the aid called 
for.” 


Rostron, a seasoned master known to his peers as “the Electric Spark,” 
was both decisive and energetic. He did not hesitate now. Again, as A Night 
to Remember reconstructs the scene, he ordered: “Mr. Dean, turn the ship 
around—steer northwest. I’ll work out the course for you in a minute.” The 
film’s script matches the decisiveness of the captain’s published memoirs. 
Rostron recalled that he asked Cottam if he was sure it was Titanic calling. 
“Yes, sir.” “You are absolutely certain?” “Quite certain, sir.” “All right, tell 
him we are coming along as fast as we can.” 


Carpathia was not the only ship to receive Titanic’s distress call, but she 
was the closest of them all. Still, she was 58 miles away. The 13,564-ton, 
598-foot Carpathia was a ten-year-old veteran of Cunard’s fleet, three days 
out of New York with 750 passengers bound to Gibraltar and the 
Mediterranean. As Rostron worked out his position in relation to Titanic’s, 
he realized that at Carpathia’s top speed of 14 knots, it would take four 
hours to reach Titanic. That just wasn’t good enough. He knew that many 
people would not survive in the icy waters unless help arrived soon. 


Rostron called for more speed. Every off-duty stoker was roused and 
sent into the boiler rooms to shovel coal into the furnaces. To squeeze every 
bit of steam out of the boilers and into the engines, Chief Engineer Johnston 
cut off the heat and hot water throughout the ship, and pushed his men and 
machines to the limit. Carpathia surged forward at 15, 16 and finally 17 
knots, faster than she had ever gone. 


RMS Carpathia, the ship that rushed to save the 
survivors of Titanic. Vancouver Maritime 


Museum 


As Carpathia raced northwest towards Titanic, Rostron was well aware 
that he was steaming into danger. Numerous warnings of ice from other 
ships and Titanic’s own collision with an iceberg made him wary. But he 
couldn’t slow down. Rostron posted extra lookouts, including Second 
Officer James Bisset, who stood in the open, the frigid wind blasting his 
face as he stared into the darkness. When Bisset looked back at the bridge, 
he saw his deeply religious captain, hat lifted, lips moving quietly in silent 
prayer. 


Carpathia’s crew was at hard at work, clearing the ship’s dining saloons 
to receive Titanic’s passengers, gathering blankets, uncovering the lifeboats 
and running them out. Stewards manned each passageway to calm 
Carpathia’s passengers and keep them in their rooms, out of the way. The 
galley staff brewed coffee and made hot soup, while the ship’s doctors 
readied emergency supplies and stimulants in makeshift wards. The deck 
crew rigged lines, ladders and slings to bring survivors aboard. 


Aboard Titanic, the end was fast approaching. At 1:45 a.m., Phillips 
called Cottam to plead, “Come as quickly as possible, old man; engine 
room filling up to the boilers.” The last boats had pulled away—many only 
half full—as a crowd of some fifteen hundred people raced towards the 
stern, which was rising out of the sea as Titanic’s bow went under. 


Cottam kept trying to raise Phillips, but Titanic’s faint signals showed 
that power was failing aboard the sinking liner. At 2:17 a.m., Cottam heard 
the beginning of a call from Titanic, then nothing but silence. 


On Titanic, Phillips and assistant wireless operator Harold Bride stayed 
at their posts nearly to the very end, frantically working the radio to urge 
the ships racing to Titanic to hurry. As Titanic’s stern rose higher in the air, 
the engineers—all of whom had remained at their posts, knowing that they 
would die, but who nonetheless kept the dynamos running to keep the lights 
burning and to give “Sparks” every remaining bit of electricity to call for 
help—tost their battle as the machinery tore free of its mounts. The lights 
blinked out, surged on briefly, then went out forever. Once the power was 
gone, Phillips and Bride joined the crowd of people on the sloping decks. 
Titanic, straining in the water, half submerged, tore apart. The stern bobbed 
free for a minute, then joined the bow in a 2% mile fall to the ocean floor. 


It was 2:20 a.m., and Carpathia was still nowhere in sight. Hundreds of 
people huddled in twenty lifeboats, while in the water more than fifteen 
hundred people thrashed, struggled and screamed for help until the icy 
water took their lives. “The cries, which were loud and numerous at first, 
died away gradually one by one... I think the last of them must have been 
heard nearly forty minutes after the Titanic sank,” reported survivor 
Lawrence Beesley, floating in the distance in the relative safety of a 
lifeboat. 


Two of those struggling in the water were Phillips and Bride. They made 
their way to one of the ship’s collapsible boats that had been washed off the 
deck when Titanic sank. Floating half submerged on the overturned boat 
through the night, they suffered from the cold with a handful of passengers 
and crew. As the long night wore on into early moming, Phillips died. 
Second Officer Charles H. Lightoller, washed into the sea as the ship sank, 
had also struggled onto the overturned lifeboat and took command of the 
precarious perch. “We were painfully conscious of that icy water, slowly 
but surely creeping up our legs. Some quietly lost consciousness, subsided 
into the water, and slipped overboard... No one was in a condition to help, 
and the fact that a slight but distinct swell had started to roll up, rendered 
help from the still living an impossibility.” 


Lightoller hoped that help would come soon. “We knew that ships were 
racing to our rescue, though the chances of our keeping up our efforts of 
balancing until one came along seemed very, very remote.” 


Rostron kept a careful lookout as Carpathia rushed into the darkness. 
“Into that zone of danger we raced... every nerve strained watching for the 
ice. Once I saw one huge fellow towering into the sky quite near— saw it 
because a star was reflected on its surface—a tiny beam of warning which 
guided us safely past.” At 2:40 a.m., he spotted a green flare on the horizon, 
just as the first icebergs came into view, but he did not slacken speed. Firing 
rockets and flares to signal his arrival, Rostron dodged the ice and he 
pressed on. He knew that the Titanic was probably gone, but he also knew 
that every minute counted for the survivors on—or in—the frigid sea. “It 
was an anxious time,” he later recalled. “There were seven hundred souls 
on the Carpathia; these lives, as well as all the survivors of the Titanic 
herself, depended on a sudden turn of the wheel.” 


At 3:50 a.m., Carpathia slowed, and at 4:00 stopped. She was at 
Titanic’s position, but the ship was gone. Then, ahead, just a few miles off, 
a green flare blazed up from the water, and the dim outline of first one, then 
several lifeboats, came into view. In the boats, the survivors, many of them 
sitting in stunned silence, watched as Carpathia slowly approached, picking 
her way through the ice. As the profile of the ship, portholes filled with 
light, came into sight of the survivors in the boats, Titanic passenger 
Lawrence Beesley recalled: “The way those lights came into view was one 
of the most wonderful things we shall ever see. It meant deliverance at 
once... everyone’s eyes filled with tears ... and “Thank God’ was 
murmured in heartfelt tones round the boat.” 


As Titanic’s lifeboats rowed towards Carpathia, the sun rose to reveal 
that rescuer and rescued were in the midst of a field of ice—it lay 
everywhere, from bergs 200 feet high to chunks “as big as a man’s fist” 
bobbing in the swell. Beesley said that when his boat rowed past a berg and 
alongside their rescuer, “We could read the Cunarder’s name— CARPATHIA 
—a name we are not likely ever to forget.” Another passenger, Colonel 
Archibald Gracie, reported that when he climbed up a ladder and into an 
open companionway hatch, he “felt like falling down on my knees and 
kissing the deck in gratitude for the preservation of my life.” 


As No. 2 lifeboat came alongside, the first to reach Carpathia, Titanic’s 
fourth officer, Joseph G. Boxhall, went to the bridge to report to Captain 
Rostron. Rostron knew the answer, but he asked Boxhall a “heartrending 
inquiry.” Had Titanic sunk? “Yes,” answered Boxhall, “she went down 
around 2:30.” His composure broke when Rostron asked how many people 
had been left aboard. “Hundreds and hundreds! Perhaps a thousand! 
Perhaps more! My God, sir, they’ve gone down with her. They couldn’t live 
in this icy water.” Rostron thanked the distraught officer and sent him 
below to get some coffee and warm up. 


By 8:00 a.m., Carpathia had taken aboard more than seven hundred of 
Titanic’s crew and passengers, many of them stunned by shock. 


As Carpathia stood by, Titanic’s survivors waited at the rails, looking out 
at the water. Husbands, fathers, sons—as well as women and children— 
would never return. Rostron held a service of thanksgiving for the saved 
and a memorial service for the lost, then left the scene of the disaster at 9:00 
a.m., just as the Leyland Line’s Californian arrived to offer assistance. 


Ironically, Californian had been closer than Carpathia to Titanic, and her 
deck officers had seen the sinking liner’s distress signals—but the wireless 
operator had gone to bed so they had not received Titanic’s frantic calls for 
help. 


Carpathia headed for New York, her passengers divided by the gulf of 
the tragedy. Many of Titanic’s survivors kept to themselves. J. Bruce Ismay, 
chairman of the White Star Line, sequestered himself in Carpathia’s 
doctor’s cabin, refusing contact. His actions on Carpathia— and his 
survival when so many others had died—only reinforced the criticisms 
leveled against him in the aftermath of Titanic’s loss. Sadder yet, and 
perhaps more typical, was the reaction of two women who sat wrapped in 
blankets on Carpathia’s deck chairs, staring at the sea as a steward 
approached to ask if they wanted coffee. “Go away,” they answered. 
“We’ve just seen our husbands drown.” 


After running through a storm at sea, Carpathia arrived at New York, 
reaching Pier 54 at 8:00 p.m. A crowd of thirty thousand had gathered. The 
news of Titanic’s sinking was the focus of world attention. Wireless 
operators ashore had intercepted the distress calls, and Rostron had 
broadcast a brief message to the Associated Press, informing the world 
Titanic was gone, along with two-thirds of the people who had sailed in her. 


At the Cunard Pier, a clutch of anxious families and eager reporters 
stood by. After Carpathia’s own passengers disembarked, Titanic’s 
survivors filed off, many of them wearing clothes donated by Carpathia’s 
passengers and crew, some of the children dressed in makeshift smocks 
sewn from steamer blankets. 


The daring dash through the dark and ice-filled seas to rescue the 
survivors of Titanic earned world fame for Carpathia and her captain. Both 
received a number of awards—plaques, engraved silver cups and plate, and 
medals, many of them displayed in a special case aboard Carpathia. The 
ship returned to her regular run between New York and the Mediterranean, 
sailing again on April 20 to resume her interrupted voyage. 


CELTIC SEA: JULY 17, 1918 


The coming of war in 1914 disrupted Carpathia’s usual routes, and in 1915 
she began running from Liverpool to New York and Boston. After leaving 
Liverpool with just fifty-seven passengers as part of a convoy on July 15, 
1918, Carpathia’s luck finally ran out in the Celtic Sea as she left the 
British Isles. Just after midnight, in the early moments of July 17, the 
German submarine U-55 intercepted Carpathia with two torpedoes. The 
first ripped into the port side and the second went into the engine room. The 
blasts killed five of the ship’s firemen and injured two engineers. Dead in 
the water, Carpathia began to sink by the bow as the sea poured in. Captain 
William Prothero gave the order to “abandon ship” and fired distress 
rockets to warn the other ships in the convoy that a submarine was nearby. 


Carpathia’s passengers and the 218 surviving crew members climbed 
into the lifeboats as the ship sank. The U-boat surfaced and fired another 
torpedo into the ship to hurry the end, and Carpathia finally went under. 
The submarine was approaching the lifeboats when the armed sloop HMs 
Snowdrop hove into view and fired her deck guns to drive away U-55, then 
came about to pick up Carpathia’s survivors. 


At 12:40 a.m., Carpathia sank at a position that Snowdrop recorded as 
49.25 N 10.25 W, off the southern coast of Ireland about 120 miles west of 
the famous Fastnet. The loss of the famous ship was one of many during the 
war and was overshadowed by the sinking of other liners, such as the well- 
known tragedy of Lusitania and the loss of Titanic’s sister ship Britannic in 
the Mediterranean. But the memory of the gallant liner never faded. Her 
former captain, Arthur Rostron, eulogized Carpathia in 1931: “It was a 
sorry end to a fine ship ... She had done her bit both in peace and war, and 
she lies in her natural element, resting her long rest on a bed of sand.” 


THE SEARCH FOR CARPATHIA 


Exactly where Carpathia rested spurred the efforts of many shipwreck 
hunters, particularly Clive Cussler, the famous author whose bestseller 
Raise the Titanic had launched not only the fictional career of Dirk Pitt of 
the National Underwater and Marine Agency (NUMA), but also fueled 
Clive’s real-life NUMA and its quest, funded largely by his book royalties, to 
search for famous shipwrecks. Carpathia was high on Clive’s list of ships 


to find, and in 1999, when John Davis of Eco-Nova Productions proposed a 
television series based on Clive’s book The Sea Hunters, they chose 
Carpathia as the first wreck to look for. When The Sea Hunters crew was 
assembled, I had the good fortune to be selected as Clive’s co-host for the 
show and as the team’s archeologist, joining veteran diver Mike Fletcher. 


The search for Carpathia was more daunting than it sounds, because the 
general location of Carpathia’s loss was a U-boat killing ground during two 
world wars, and hundreds of sunken vessels lay on the seabed. It would take 
systematic searching and as comprehensive a survey as possible to try to 
find Carpathia. 


Under NuMa’s sponsorship, British explorer Graham Jessop mounted a 
search for Carpathia. In September 1999, he thought that he had discovered 
the wreck in 600 feet of water, 185 miles west of Land’s End, England, but 
bad weather drove off his ship before he could verify the discovery by 
sending down underwater cameras. When Jessop later returned to the site, 
he found that it was not Carpathia. A dinner plate lying on the sand, 
marked with the crest of the Hamburg-America Line, was one of several 
clues that finally identified the wreck as Hamburg-America’s Isis, lost in a 
storm in November 1936. Only one of the crew, a cabin boy, survived the 
sinking. 


Mike Fletcher headed out to sea in May 2000 for another try at finding 
Carpathia. He watched the side-scan sonar pen trace black-and-white 
images of the ocean floor. At the same time, he also checked a 
magnetometer as it scanned the seabed for a large metallic object—like a 
sunken ship. After a month of surveying, slowly running straight lanes in 
what ocean searchers call “mowing the lawn,” he felt that at last the survey 
was narrowing down where Carpathia should be. 


Finally, on May 22, 2000, as Mike watched the side-scan sonar and 
magnetometer, he was rewarded by the ghostly outline of a sunken ship in 
profile, rising clear of the bottom, and by the shadowy image of it from 
reflected sound waves. But the weather was getting bad, and again there 
was no opportunity to drop in a camera to take a look at the wreck up close. 
The wreck was the right size for Carpathia and was in the right spot, just a 
few miles from where Snowdrop had placed it. However, The Sea Hunters 


kept the news under wraps until we could mount a second expedition to 
confirm the facts. “You don’t know till you go” is tried and true wisdom in 
the difficult task of shipwreck identification. 


In September, John Davis of Eco-Nova headed for England to visit the 
wreck we all hoped was that of Carpathia. Nine days later, John and his 
team set out in the teeth of a storm. Working under difficult conditions, they 
were able to deploy a remotely operated vehicle with a camera to dive down 
to the wreck and capture four hours of video. With the precious footage in 
hand, John flew to Halifax, to meet with the rest of the team. 


John, Mike, Clive and I all gather in the theater of the Maritime Museum of 
the Atlantic, after hours, as the guests of its director, Michael Moore. The 
large-screen television in front of us the center of attention as John Davis 
takes the videotape out of his bag (he has already made a copy in case 
something goes wrong) and pops it into the machine. I’m ready, leaning 
forward, with photos of Carpathia and the ship’s plans spread out before 
me. After more than two decades of shipwreck hunting, diving and 
research, I’m still as excited as a child at Christmas by a new discovery. So 
is everyone else. 


We watch as the ROV moves across a mottled sand and gravel bottom. 
Then, suddenly, coming out of the dark gloom, we see a propeller. It is 
covered with encrustations of marine life, but the outline is clear: three 
blades, one buried in the sand, attached to a shaft that is braced by a strut 
that comes out of the hull. So far so good—it’s the right shape, has the right 
number of blades and is off-center, showing that it is one of two propellers 
that should be on either side of the rudder. 


The Rov swings around, looking up at the hull that curves out from the 
keel. Then it turns, and we see the rudder, still attached to the sternpost. As 
John freezes the video frame, we study the ship’s plans and match the 
rudder—its shape, fastenings and size—to them. Just beyond the rudder, we 
spot the second propeller. As I watch the screen, I think of how fast those 
propellers were spinning in the early morning hours of April 15, 1912— 
faster than they ever had either before or after—on that heroic dash to aid 
Titanic. Carpathia’s engineers and captain pushed her so hard that the hull 


rattled and shook—“she was excited as we were,” said one engine-room 
hand. 


The Rov climbs the stern, which has a very distinctive shape. There is no 
mistaking it, and the curving lines before us match what until now we had 
seen only on black-and-white photos taken in a bygone age. Moments like 
this remind all of us how privileged we are to relive history, as stories and 
faded photographs come to life. The Rov is on the deck now, and a pair of 
davits for a lifeboat comes into view. They are in the right place to help 
confirm that this is Carpathia, but even as I note that technical fact, my 
mind is back at Titanic, looking at her empty davits. 


Our first disappointment comes when the ROv encounters a mass of 
wreckage where the superstructure once was. We were hoping the 
superstructure was not damaged, but it is gone. The ROV passes over an 
intact bronze porthole lying on the deck, its glass unbroken. After marine 
organisms consumed the wood that held this porthole in place, then it fell 
free to lie where we see it. We go back and forth as the robot traverses the 
deck, revealing fallen bulkheads and electrical wire, broken glass and ship’s 
hardware. Carpathia’s deckhouses and bridge have collapsed, and I think of 
those plaques and awards, now buried beneath tons of rusting steel. 


The Rov moves off the deck and follows the hull, whose steel plates are 
torn and mangled, but it is hard to say if the damage came from the 
torpedoes that struck the ship or from the red-hot boilers exploding as the 
cold sea flooded them. Gradually, it becomes clear that we’re looking at 
damage from a torpedo that struck Carpathia on the starboard side. The 
ROV does not completely survey the port side, but another hole, perhaps 
from the first torpedo hit, shows up near the area of the vanished bridge. It’s 
a sad moment as we inspect these wounds of a long-ago war. 


When the Rov’s lights pick out a row of portholes along the hull, I am 
struck again by a voice from the past, recalling Lawrence Beesley’s 
description of watching from one of Titanic’s lifeboats as the lights blazing 
from Carpathia’s portholes signaled that help had at last arrived. The ROv 
climbs back to the deck and passes the steam winches of Carpathia’s 
forward cargo cranes—there is no doubt now, as we look at their position 
next to the No. 1 cargo hold, that this is Carpathia. But forward of the hold, 
the bow is in bad shape, and it is clear that the liner’s final plunge was bow 
first—like Titanic’s. But instead of falling thousands of feet into the depths, 


Carpathia sank in water shallower than her own length: the 558-foot ship 
went down in 514 feet of water. Her bow hit the bottom—hard—before her 
stern left the surface. It is ironic to see that Carpathia, while not torn in two 
like Titanic, is in worse shape than the liner she had once rushed to help. 


The videotape is nearing the end now, and as we gaze into the murk, 
John Davis points out the most interesting discovery of all. There, lying on 
the bottom near the hull, half buried in the sand, is the ship’s bell. It is a 
riveting sight. We strain our eyes to see if we can make out if the name is 
there, but marine growth has covered the bell’s surface. More details are 
filled in: Carpathia’s fallen stack lies off her starboard side, with the ship’s 
brass whistles lying flat in the sand nearby, and debris blown out of the hull 
by the blasts is scattered over the seabed. Later, a group of British technical 
divers descend to the wreck and find some of the ship’s dishes, which they 
say have the Cunard crest on them. 


To confirm that this is Carpathia, I look for ten exact matches between 
the wreck and the ship’s plans. Not only is this ship the right size but her 
decks are laid out exactly like those on Carpathia’s plans. The position of 
the deck gear, the single stack, the twin screws at the stern, are also 
identical—and then there’s the torpedo damage and the fact that the ship 
sank bow first. The excitement of the discovery and confirmation that this 
other important part of Titanic’s story has come to light is on all our minds 
as the tape ends. 


In the morning, we will announce the news of the discovery, and once 
again Carpathia’s name will flash through the airwaves and appear on the 
front page. My hope, as I look at the fleeting images from the bottom of the 
sea, is that people in the modern, fast-paced world we now live in will 
remember the tragedy that led to Carpathia’s fame and the special mettle of 
her officers and crew who, despite the dangers, acted in the best traditions 
of the sea. In the days that follow, we are not disappointed. Carpathia again 
dominates the world’s stage, if only briefly, as we prepare for more sea 
hunting. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
CATHERINE THE GREAT’S LOST ART 


OFF FINLAND: OCTOBER 4, 1771 


Reynoud Lorentz and his ship Vrouw Maria were in serious trouble. The 
ship was stuck fast on a rock, and from where Lorentz stood near the stern, 
he could hear water pouring into the hold. Everywhere he looked, he saw 
more rocks surrounding the ship like giant teeth waiting to devour her. 
Vrouw Maria was already badly damaged, and the violent surf threatened to 
overwhelm the efforts of the crew, who strained at the pumps to try to keep 
the flooding down. Panicked, the men shouted up at Lorentz, demanding 
that he give the order to abandon ship. Better to save their own lives than 
the cargo, they argued. Lorentz did not want to leave his cargo behind, 
particularly not this cargo. The narrow stack of crates in the hold, loaded 
quietly on the dock in Amsterdam, was far too precious. But, in the end, he 
conceded that it was time to go. 


The voyage that was now foundering along with Vrouw Maria had begun 
on August 12, 1771, as workers began to load her with cargo for St. 
Petersburg. On September 5, as a strong southwest wind filled the sails, 
Vrouw Maria raised anchor and headed out to sea, “in the name of God,” as 
Lorentz wrote in the logbook. Heavy winds and stormy weather battered the 
tiny ship as she made her way up the North Sea, passing Jutland in a driving 
rainstorm. Finally, on the morning of September 23, Vrouw Maria anchored 
off the Danish port of Elsinore, where all ships running through Danish 
waters had to stop and pay customs duty. 


The records of the custom house list Vrouw Maria’s cargo as sugar, 
“Brazil wood,” cotton, cambric, calico, linen, zinc, cheese, paper, indigo, 
mercury, butter and other items—a nondescript array that would hopefully 
fetch a good price in the Russian winter capital. No mention was made of 
the ship’s “special cargo,” a shipment for the Russian Imperial Court. Its 
presence on Vrouw Maria may have been a secret, or, as Finnish historian 
Christian Ahlstro m has noted, because royal shipments were usually 


exempt from customs duties, it simply may have not been listed by the 
Danish authorities. 


Heading up the Baltic towards the Gulf of Finland, Vrouw Maria sailed 
into a storm on the September 30. For the next three days, the ship beat 
through heavy seas and rain. Lorentz did not realize that Vrouw Maria, 
drifting in the storm, was off course. Then, on the evening of October 3, the 
ship hit a submerged rock. The collision brought Vrouw Maria to a sudden 
stop, and Lorentz wrote in the ship’s log that “at first we thought that we 
would sink when a high wave lifted us.” As she drifted along, the ship hit 
another rock: “We struck hard and lost our rudder and part of the stern.” 
Leaking badly, Vrouw Maria drifted off again, and the crew anchored her. 
Every man took a turn at the pumps to try and get rid of the water that was 
rapidly filling the ship. They pumped all night, but by the early morning, 
the storm was still blowing and the crew was exhausted. “Since we could 
not continue pumping and save the ship and its cargo,” said Lorentz, he 
gave order to abandon ship. 


Crowded into a small dinghy, the crew rowed over to a small island, not 
much bigger than a rock, and spent a cold night. When help arrived the next 
morning, Lorentz and his men learned that they were stranded off the 
southern coast of Finland in the Turko Archipelago, a maze of twenty 
thousand islets, islands and rocks. The ship, surprisingly, was still afloat, 
though there was little chance of saving her as the decks were close to the 
water. But some of the cargo might be saved, so Lorentz ordered the crew 
back to Vrouw Maria. For the next three days, they worked the pumps to 
keep the rising water in the hold from swamping the ship. The sugar cargo 
was certainly ruined; when Lorentz tasted the water pouring out of the 
pumps as the men labored, it was sweet. His dismay deepened when each 
stroke of the pumps brought up gouts of coffee beans. The crates, bundles, 
bags and boxes in the flooded hold were banging and bumping around, and 
breaking up. 


Lorentz’s luck held long enough for the crew to open the hatches and 
start pulling out the top layer of cargo. Taking their knives in hand, the 
sailors also cut down Vrouw Maria’s sails and some of her rigging, 
salvaging everything they could before the ship slipped into the deep. 
Finally, on October 9, as they rowed to the ship after spending the night 
ashore, they found the sea was empty. In the night, alone in the darkness, 


Vrouw Maria had finally sunk. There was no trace of the ship, not a scrap of 
floating debris, to mark her passing. 


ST. PETERSBURG: OCTOBER 16, 1771 


Count Nikita Panin, Russia’s foreign minister, sat at his desk, signing a 
confidential letter to the Swedish government. His letter asked the Swedes, 
who controlled the Turko Archipelago, to assist the Russians in an 
“unusual” matter. Vrouw Maria’s secret shipment had included not only 
silver, snuffboxes and art for members of the Imperial Court but also, Panin 
explained, “several crates with valuable paintings belonging to Her Imperial 
Majesty the Empress.” 


Empress Catherine the Great was in the midst of assembling one of 
Europe’s greatest collections of art and treasure for her small Hermitage (or 
retreat) in the Winter Palace at St. Petersburg. She had married Peter, 
grandson of Peter the Great and heir to Russia’s throne, when she was 
sixteen. But Catherine soon grew disaffected with her husband, who was 
said to be weak-minded, indecisive and not conjugally interested in his 
passionate Prussian princess. After Peter was crowned tsar in 1761, his 
unpopularity grew. Catherine plotted with a group of nobles and army 
officers led by her lover, Count Grigory Orlov, to depose the tsar. When 
their coup toppled Peter from his throne in 1762, Catherine seized power. 
Her reign was a time of sweeping change in Russia. The empress, like her 
predecessor Peter the Great, was interested in modernizing and 
westermizing the nation, which was still a feudal state. Among her 
accomplishments was the introduction of smallpox vaccine to Russia in 
1768. Under Catherine, the Russian court became a center for European 
culture. The empress invited prominent intellectuals to St. Petersburg, 
encouraged public building projects, and was a patron of the arts and 
literature both in Russia and abroad. An admirer of the French philosopher 
Voltaire, Catherine regularly corresponded with him. When Voltaire died in 
1778, Catherine purchased his entire seven-thousand volume library and 
had it shipped to St. Petersburg. 


In her lifetime, Catherine the Great amassed collections so diverse and 
magnificent that she had to build an addition to her Winter Palace to house 


the paintings, sculptures, porcelain, antiquities, exquisite furnishings and 
silver. The secret cargo of Vrouw Maria had come from one of the most 
famous art collections of its day, making the loss all the more painful. 


When wealthy Dutch shipping merchant Gerrit Braamcamps died in 
Amsterdam on June 17, 1771, he left behind a home filled with that his 
contemporaries called a “treasure cabinet” of more than three hundred 
paintings, porcelain, silver and other valuables. But the heirs of 
Braamcamps wanted cash, not the collection, so they sold it at auction. 
Catherine ordered Russia’s ambassador to the Netherlands, Prince Galitsyn, 
to “look after her interests” at the sale. On her behalf, he acquired a number 
of European Old Masters of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
including paintings by Rembrandt and Rubens. 


Now, those paintings rested at the bottom of the Baltic Sea. “As these 
pictures are very sensitive to injury and need care,” Panin wrote, he was 
sending an officer, Major Thier, to co-ordinate a search with the Swedes. “I 
do not doubt that you will do your utmost as this matter concerns her 
Majesty the Empress personally,” Panin told the Swedish royal chancellor. 


Thier’s trip to Finland was in vain. Winter was fast approaching, and 
little could be done. The Swedes sent a number of expeditions out to the 
archipelago to search for the wreck. Boats towed grappling irons to try and 
snag the hulk, but the vast area and deep seas made it an impossible task. 
An obstruction at 30 fathoms was repeatedly snagged by searchers, but it 
proved to be a rock. The Swedes and Russians abandoned their efforts to 
find Vrouw Maria, and the ship, despite the rumors of riches aboard, was in 
time forgotten. 


VROUW MARIA AND A PRECIOUS CARGO 


We’re anchored above a small wooden shipwreck that Finnish researchers 
believe is Vrouw Maria. The story of the tiny Dutch ship with her secret 
cargo of precious paintings resurfaced in 1982, when Christian Ahlstro m, 
Finland’s leading shipwreck researcher and historian, discovered the tale 
while working through Swedish diplomatic records. Ahlstro m spent years 
meticulously reconstructing the tale of Vouw Maria, and his discoveries 
encouraged diver and researcher Rauno Koivusaari to start searching for the 


wreck in 1998. In June 1999, while towing a side-scan sonar behind his ship 
Teredo, Koivusaari finally located the intact wreck of a small wooden ship 
near Jurmo Island. 


Under Finnish law, all such finds are the property of the state. Koivusaari 
reported the discovery to the Maritime Museum of Finland, which acts on 
behalf of the National Board of Antiquities. The museum conducted a two- 
week survey of the exterior of the wreck in the summer of 2000. Lying ina 
deep hole surrounded by rocks, the wreck was missing its rudder and the 
deck hatches were open. Reaching inside the main cargo hatch, 
archeologists carefully recovered three clay tobacco pipes, a metal ingot 
and small round lead seal. A clay bottle lying on the deck was also mapped 
and recovered. 


Back in the laboratory of the maritime museum, analysis of the artifacts 
showed the researchers that they were on the right track. The pipes were 
Dutch, and one of them had a maker’s mark that indicated the pipe was 
made by Jan Souffreau of Gouda, Holland, whose factory was in business 
from 1732 to 1782. The ingot was zinc, and Vrouw Maria was known to 
have been carrying nearly forty “ship pounds” of that metal. The lead seal, 
probably from twine that wrapped a bale of cloth, was marked “Leyden,” 
from the Dutch town of the same name. The clay bottle, no older than the 
1760s, held mineral water from the German town of Trier. 


But more work was needed. The museum assembled a team under the 
direction of senior curator and archeologist Saalamaria Tikkanen, who 
invited The Sea Hunters to participate in the first detailed look both inside 
and outside the wreck. 


We’re aboard the research vessel Teredo, heading for the site of the wreck 
of Vrouw Maria with an expert team of Finns who are volunteering their 
time, and archeologists Matias Laitenen and Minna Koivikko. I’m here with 
The Sea Hunters to join the expedition and to film the work of the Finnish 
team as part of our television series. We’re all excited by the uniqueness of 
the wreck of Vrouw Maria and her story, and by the fact that, despite its 
importance, the story is not well known outside Scandinavia. That’s about 
to change. Our producer and team leader, John Davis, helps Mike Fletcher 
suit up for his dive. Mike’s son Warren and my daughter Beth both haul 


gear and work to prepare for Mike’s 140-foot plunge into darkness. We rig 
Mike’s helmet, lights and underwater video camera. 


As we watch a small color monitor on Teredo’s bridge, it’s almost as 
though we’re there when Mike jumps off the ship and starts his fall into the 
depths. The water is clear, and soon the form of the wreck comes into view. 
The rounded hull sits nearly level on the bottom, with a slight list to 
starboard. The lower part of the masts rise halfway to the surface, and one 
anchor rests against the port side of the hull. The ship is surprisingly intact, 
thanks to the special conditions of the Baltic. Vrouw Maria is an example, 
like the famous Swedish warship Vasa, of how the Baltic’s waters preserve 
old shipwrecks. Vasa capsized and sank in Stockholm harbor in 1628. 
Swedish researchers discovered the intact hulk and raised it in 1961. 
Stained black with age, but looking just as she did when she sailed nearly 
four centuries ago, Vasa is one of the world’s great archeological treasures 
and one of Sweden’s major tourist attractions in its own museum on the 
Stockholm waterfront. 


The Baltic preserved Vasa and Vrouw Maria so well because it is a deep, 
cold sea with a low salinity level. In some areas, the Baltic is practically 
fresh water because of the many lakes and rivers that drain into it, and cold 
fresh water preserves wood better than salt water. But most important, the 
low salinity levels keep out the teredo navalis, a sea worm that eats wood 
and will consume a wooden wreck within a matter of decades. That’s why 
we’re all smiling at the wry Finnish humor evident in naming their research 
vessel Teredo. But unlike its namesake worm, this vessel’s mission is to 
document and preserve wrecks. The fact that when the Swedes raised Vasa, 
they found coils of rope, leather shoes and a crock of still-edible butter 
inside the ship, provides some hope about the state of Vrouw Maria’s 
precious cargo after more than a couple of centuries in the water. 


As Mike makes his way around the wreck, we are able to follow, step by 
step, the actions of Reynoud Lorentz and his nine-man crew as they 
struggled to save the cargo. It becomes increasingly clear, as we carefully 
survey the wreck, that this is Vrouw Maria. The stern is damaged—rudder 
missing and planks broken. It’s not enough damage to quickly fill the ship, 
but it is enough to slowly flood her. The ship appears to have sunk at 
anchor, and we know that Lorentz and his crew had anchored Vrouw Maria 
before the last time they left her. They believed that the thick anchor cables 


had parted and that the ship had drifted off and sunk, but we can see that the 
ship filled and sank by the bow, practically on top of an anchor. 


Air trapped inside the sinking ship’s stern damaged it when she sank. 
The quarterdeck was ripped free, leaving the captain’s cabin an empty shell. 
A hatch at the back of the stern burst open, and loose planks litter the 
seabed. Yet the sinking did little to disturb the decks, though some of the 
planks are missing, others loose, again perhaps part of the frantic work by 
the crew to pull cargo out of the flooded hold. Loose bits of rigging— 
blocks, tackle, a coil of rope and the ship’s sounding lead, used to determine 
the depth of water—lie against the starboard rail, perhaps where the crew 
stowed them as they worked to salvage the ship. Looking at the lead line, I 
think of the entries in the logbook for 


A drawing of Vrouw Maria sitting upright on the 
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October 3, 1771, when Lorentz wrote that after hitting the rock, they 
“sounded and could not find the bottom,” a scary proposition. But working 
the ship “with great difficulty,” they “sounded again to approximately 13 
fathoms, dropped the anchor, which gave way for a long while, we let out 
the whole rope and it finally began to hold, we fastened the sails and all 
hands went to the pump.” The lead line on the deck is a reminder that time 
is standing still on the bottom of the Baltic. 


A tangle of spars and the topmast lie against the hull. The windlass at the 
bow is still rigged for handling the anchor, though the rope cable has rotted 
away. A wooden handspike is still in its socket in the windlass, which was 
used to winch up the anchors, as if a crew member working it had just 
walked away. The pumps, with their handles alongside them, are visible 
near the stern, next to the dislodged tiller (ships of this period did not 
always have a ship’s wheel) that was used to steer Vrouw Maria. 


This wrecked ship looks as if she could be pumped free of water and, 
with a few repairs, rerigged and fitted with sail, resume a voyage 
interrupted 230 years ago. Discovering that Vrouw Maria is so intact raises 
the big question as Mike approaches the open cargo hatch. What will we 
find? The camera on Mike’s helmet reveals a tightly packed hold with very 
little space between the top of the cargo and the deck. It looks like Lorentz 
and his crew did not get very far in unpacking Vrouw Maria. We can see 
hundreds of clay tobacco pipes and an open crate that displays piles of 
eyeglass lenses. We can also see other crates, tall and narrow, standing on 
end. 


Thanks to Christian Ahlstro m’s research, we know what Lorentz and his 
crew managed to pull out of the hold; some of it matches what had been 
declared to the Danish customs officials at Elsinore—and much of it does 
not. Among the diverse cargo that Vrouw Maria’s crew salvaged were rolls 
of cloth (both coarse and fine), lead chests of coffee, a chest of tea, a chest 
of bound books, a box of cheese, a box of snuff, a box of “mirrors with gold 
frames, one round box of cartouche-packed tobacco, one round box with a 
small musical mechanism, twelve small ivory eggs, one linen package 
containing six pairs of cotton stockings,” plus a large painting with a gilt 
frame and five smaller pictures. These items were listed in the archives 
because the Swedes ended up auctioning them under the provisions of 
admiralty law. The Russians were eager to retrieve what they could, 
particularly the Empress Catherine’s treasures, but the Swedish governor of 
Turko, Baron Christopher Rappe, reported that “unfortunately, Her 
Majesty’s paintings are not included.” 


As I look at the tin crates standing on their ends, trapped by other cargo, 
I know I’m not alone in hoping that they hold Catherine’s paintings. No one 
knows just how many paintings the Russian agents bought in Amsterdam 
and placed in Vrouw Maria for shipment to St. Petersburg. In 1961, Dutch 


researcher Clara Bille studied the fate of the Braamcamps collection in her 
doctoral dissertation, and working from that, Maritime 


A drawing of the bow of Vrouw Maria. Piirtdnyt 
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Museum of Finland curator Ismo Malinen has suggested that as many as 
thirty-five of the Braamcamps paintings ended up on the ill-fated ship. 


Vague descriptions exist for many of the paintings, outside of brief 
notations in the Braamcamps auction catalog printed in July 1771. There 
were two paintings by Coedyk, a tableau and a scene of a man and woman 
sitting at a table. There was a Rubens portrait of “one of the four 
evangelists,” and a “portrait of aman” by Rembrandt. There was a painting 
of a “lady at a table” by Gerard Douw, a pupil of Rembrandt’s, and a scene 
of a man driving a herd of bulls by another Dutch master, Paulus Potter. Van 
Balen and Bruegel’s The Virgin and Infant Jesus, and three other Bruegels 
of unidentified landscapes and people, were packed in with paintings by 
Joseph Laquy, Jan van den Helden, Adriaen van Ostade, Jan van Gooyen, 
Adriaen van de Velde, Philips Wouwerman, Guido Reni, Lo Spagnoletto 
and several other artists. One of the paintings was an appropriate subject to 
be in a shipwrecked and sunken art collection: Abraham Stork’s Ships at 
Sea. 


The narrow tin crates in the hold of Vrouw Maria may very well contain 
these paintings, but we will not know for sure until the archeologists 


methodically excavate the ship and every crate is raised to the surface, then 
carefully and scientifically opened in the lab. 


Mike approaches the bow, and the bluff, almost apple-cheeked shape of 
the old ship comes into view. The open hawse pipes gape like empty eye 
sockets. Trailing off the bow is a fallen section of mast that has an end 
shaped like the side of a giant cello. The age of the ship is apparent, and for 
me, it is thrilling to see, close up and in detail, a type of ship that has not 
sailed the oceans for centuries and which most of us have only seen as an 
engraved drawing in an old book. Mike moves along the port side of the 
wreck, and there, cemented to the hull planks by rust, is one of Vrouw 
Maria’ iron anchors. From its position, it looks as if the anchor was lashed 
up against the hull, its hooks pointing skyward and not hanging down, as 
we might expect. The anchor may have been tied by rope that has 
disintegrated, because something had to hold it against the planks long 
enough for the rust to bind with the wood. But why it is where it is, and 
how it was set, are mysteries. 


As Mike continues back to the stern, we see that the lintel above the 
entrance to Lorentz’s cabin is beautifully carved with a scroll decoration. It 
is a lovely touch on a utilitarian, hardworking ship, and a reminder that 
people loved and cared for her. That hint of a long-ago emotion has 
survived the wreck and Vrouw Maria’s long slumber in the deep. 


The time has come for Mike to start ascending, but he pauses for a 
moment to gaze back at Vrouw Maria, lying silent in the cold greenish-blue 
gloom of a Baltic grave. Then he begins the long slow climb back up to the 
surface, pausing to decompress as we share notes and observations. 


We’ ll repeat this process tomorrow and in the days that follow, and the 
Finnish team also will send down their divers, with cameras and measuring 
devices, to meticulously plot and document every loose plank, every artifact 
on the deck, every fallen spar, to create a detailed record of Vrouw Maria as 
she now is. This level of painstaking documentation is absolutely essential 
before anything is disturbed or removed, a scientific protocol that separates 
us from souvenir hunters. If the lead line was taken away or some of the 
crates yanked out, we’d lose important clues as to what had happened. We’d 
lose some of those evocative connections across time, like the single 
handspike in the windlass, indicating where a sailor stepped away from 
working the anchor lines to start pumping. It is one thing to read about 


events in an old logbook; it is another thing altogether to have the privilege 
to see the scene exactly as that writer left it. 


The discovery of Vrouw Maria poses a unique opportunity and a 
challenge. This intact wooden ship of 1771 is a time capsule. Packed full of 
merchandise as well as Catherine the Great’s collection of paintings, the 
ship, when excavated, will yield valuable details about European trade of 
the time and Russia’s rapid pace of westernization. As for the thirty-five or 
so lost paintings that still rest in Vrouw Maria, they may very well not be in 
as good condition as the ship. Even if the panels and canvas have survived, 
the paint may not. Conservators, the scientists who meticulously battle the 
ravages of time and the elements to restore and repair antiquities, are sure 
that any watercolors are gone. Other paints may have emulsified or washed 
away after two centuries in the sea. But paintings have survived Baltic 
immersion, including one from a seventeenth-century shipwreck, and 
Catherine’s paintings may have been sealed in waterproof containers. It will 
be years, however, before Vrouw Maria and her cargo are raised and every 
crate is carefully unpacked in the laboratory. 


Our last day on the site comes as the Maritime Museum of Finland crew 
also prepares to leave for the winter. Soon the ice will come and lock up the 
Turko Archipelago. That’s one form of protection for a rare treasure. 
Another is the surveillance cameras that the Finnish Coast Guard has 
installed around the wreck, feeding continuous video images back to land to 
ensure that no souvenir hunters or looters seek to plunder the site. 


Meanwhile, the Finnish government is examining plans to raise and 
restore Vrouw Maria and display her cargo, perhaps in a new state-of-the-art 
museum in Helsinki. If that course is pursued, it will take years of planning 
and cost millions to raise the ship and then to preserve it, because the 
moment the ship is lifted out of her grave, she will begin to deteriorate, and 
in a matter of minutes, if not seconds, some delicate bits will disintegrate. 


The costs are huge, but the revenues could also be significant. Vasa is a 
major attraction in Sweden’s tourism market, and the unique sight of the 
tiny Vrouw Maria from 1771, still laden with the goods she was carrying, 
would also appeal to tourists. Some supporters, including Finland’s Minister 
of Culture, believe that the time has come to bring Vrouw Maria ashore, but 
how to accomplish that job is unclear. Some argue for a slow excavation at 
the wreck site, but the depth limits diving time and places humans in a 


stressful and dangerous environment. Others think that the ship could be 
braced and moved to shallower water, or placed in a large tank and studied 
at a shore (and publicly accessible) facility, but whether or not the hull 
would withstand the stress of bracing and moving is unknown. More studies 
and more discussions are needed. 


As we pack our gear and leave, I am still in a state of awe over what 
we’ ve just seen. Never before in my career have I seen a wreck as intact as 
this. It’s only our third foray as The Sea Hunters team, but everyone agrees 
that the privilege we’ve been extended is rare and wonderful. I’ve always 
thought that the seabed was the greatest museum in the world, and now I’ve 
literally seen a shipwreck that is a museum in its own right, including 
paintings originally intended for an empress’s private gallery. I wonder if 
our next adventure and the ones that follow can ever top this experience. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
KUBLAI KHAN’S LOST FLEET 


AT HAKOZAKI SHRINE IN JAPAN 


A gentle breeze sighs through the trees and leaves flutter gently in response. 
Robed priests slowly walk through the shrine’s precincts, stopping in front 
of the main altar to clap loudly and bow. The smoke of incense fills the air, 
and wooden placards painted with the prayers of the devout line the 
walkway. I am inside Hakozaki, one of Japan’s three most sacred Shinto 
shrines. Established in 923, Hakozaki has existed for more than a thousand 
years. The grounds of the shrine are filled with monuments and buildings, 
and it is in front of one of them that I stand gazing at a stone weight for an 
ancient ship’s anchor. A small plaque, in English and Japanese, explains 
that it came from a lost ship, part of a fleet sent by China’s Mongol 
emperor, Kublai Khan, to invade Japan in 1274. 


A stone tablet nearby has musical notes and writing in kanji, or 
traditional Japanese script. I am told that it is a traditional song about the 
Mongol invasion. To my surprise and delight, our host stops a tour group of 
Japanese schoolgirls and requests them to sing the song. I ask my host and 
translator what the words are, and, with less grace than the girls but with 
gusto, he sings the song for us in English. The last stanza is the most 
significant: 


Heaven grew angry, and the ocean’s 
Billows were in tempest tossed; 

They who came to work us evil, 
Thousands of the Mongol host, 

Sank and perished in the seaweed. 

Of that horde survived but three; 

Swift the sky was clear, and moonbeams 
Shone upon the Ghenkai sea. 


There it is, the story of how the gods sent a divine wind to sink the 
Mongol invasion fleet and save Japan. The anchor stone is displayed at 
Hakozaki as proof of that long-ago event and as a reminder of how Japan’s 
shores were protected by that wind—a wind whose name in Japanese is 
kamikaze. 


The story of the kamikaze was used to lethal effect in the Second World 
War. In the name of that “divine wind,” nearly two thousand young 
Japanese men strapped themselves into airplanes and dove out of the sky to 
suicidally crash onto the decks of American and Allied warships. The 
deadly toll they wrought did not turn the tides of war, however. In defeat, 
the Japanese were told that their emperor was not a god and that the ancient 
story of the kamikaze was a myth. But the story of the Mongol invasion and 
the kamikaze remains a powerful part of the national consciousness of 
modern Japanese. 


I’ve journeyed to Japan with fellow members of The Sea Hunters to visit 
an archeological site where a lost ship of Kublai Khan’s fleet has surfaced 
from the gray-green waters near Takashima, a tiny island off Japan’s 
southwest coast. History, myth or a combination of both? The remains of 
the ancient ship will tell us much about what really happened off these 
shores more than seven centuries ago. 


THE MONGOL INVASIONS OF JAPAN! 1274 AND 1281 


Under Chinggis Khan, a great horde of “barbarians” swept out of the 
Mongolian plains in 1206 to win a series of military conquests that made 
them not only the masters of much of Asia but also of an army poised on 
the doorstep of Europe and the Middle East. History would have been very 
different had the Mongols achieved Chinggis Khan’s dream of absolute 
conquest. As it was, the world will never forget the saga of the Mongols and 
of battles like their capture of the Turkmen city of Merv in 1221. In revenge 
for the death of his son-in-law, Chinggis ordered the death of every living 
thing in the city, and seven hundred thousand people were put to the sword. 


Battles against the Muslims, the Russians and other eastern European 
kingdoms continued under Chinggis’s son Ogodai; however, the death of 
Ogodai’successor not only doomed the Muslim campaign but stalled the 


conquest of China. The next Mongol leader, Kublai Khan, soon controlled 
more territory than any sovereign in history. But he wanted more territory, 
more riches and, above all else, recognition of his supreme status as ruler of 
much of the world. 


Even while he was engaged in a bitter struggle to conquer China, Kublai 
sent envoys to the Japanese court in 1268 to demand subservience. The 
Japanese military dictatorship, the bakufu, ignored the Mongol demands. In 
response to this defiance, Kublai Khan ordered his vassals in the subjugated 
Korean state of Koryo to build a fleet of nine hundred ships to invade 
Japan. The relatively narrow straits of Tsushima, spanning 284 miles 
between Korea and the coast of Japan’s Kyushu Island, had been a trade 
route for centuries. Now it would become a highway for war. 


The invasion fleet departed from Koryo on October 3, 1274, after 
embarking twenty-three thousand soldiers and seven thousand sailors. Two 
days later, the fleet attacked the island of Tsushima in the middle of the 
strait, overwhelming the eighty Japanese troops stationed there. The island 
garrison of Iki, closer to the Japanese coast, fell next. On October 14, the 
Mongol fleet attacked the Kyushu port of Hirado, and then moved north to 
land at various points along Hakata Bay (near modern Fukuoka). Groups of 
Samurai and their retainers rushed to meet the invaders at Hakata Bay—in 
all, historians estimate that some six thousand Japanese defenders stood 
ready to fight the far more substantial Mongol army. 


Among the defenders was a samurai named Takezaki Suenaga. He left 
the only contemporary pictorial records of the Mongol invasion on two 
scrolls that he commissioned later in order to petition the government for a 
reward for his services. The scrolls, known as the Moko Shurai Ekotoba, 
are one of Japan’s great cultural treasures. 


Dating to around 1294, the first scroll unrolls to reveal samurai in armor 
riding off to battle in 1274. The battle was unequal not only in numbers but 
in weapons and tactics. Mongol weapons were more advanced than those of 
the samurai: their bows had greater range, firing poisoned arrows, and they 
also had explosive shells hurled by catapults. In battle, the Mongols 
advanced en masse and fought as a unit, while the samurai, true to their 
code, ventured out to fight individual duels. In a week of fighting, the 
Japanese were slowly forced to give way. The scroll shows the Mongol 
forces firing arrows as horses and men fall, and Suenaga himself bleeding 


and falling from his horse as a bomb explodes in the air above him. The 
Japanese retreated, falling back to Daizafu, the fortified capital of Kyushu. 
The Mongols sacked and burned Hakata, but time was running out for 
them: Japanese reinforcements were pouring in from the surrounding 
countryside. The Mongol commander was wounded, and the sailors aboard 
the invading ships were wary of an incoming storm that threatened the fleet 
in its crowded anchorage. 


On October 20, the wind shifted, and a number of Mongol ships dragged 
anchor, capsizing or driving ashore. In all, some three hundred ships and 
13,500 men were lost. Battered and depleted, the surviving Mongols 
retreated to Koryo, leaving the Japanese to cheer their salvation thanks to 
the storm that had ended the invasion. 


Knowing that the Mongols would be back, the bakufu ordered the 
construction of defenses at Hakata Bay. In a six-month period in 1276, 
laborers erected a 12'4-mile, 5- to g-foot high defensive stone wall set back 
from the beach. The samurai also organized their vassals into a compulsory 
defense force and requisitioned small fishing and trading vessels for a 
coastal navy. 


Kublai Khan renewed his demand for Japan’s surrender in June 1279, 
just as the last remnants of the Sung dynasty in China crumbled before the 
Mongol onslaught. The bakufu cut off the heads of the Mongol envoys as 
they landed. Furious, Kublai Khan ordered Koryo to build a new fleet of 
nine hundred ships to carry ten thousand troops and seventeen thousand 
sailors; and in China, he ordered a fleet of nearly thirty-five hundred ships 
and an invasion force of a hundred thousand Chinese warriors to prepare for 
battle. 


An artist’s rendition of a thirteenth-century 
Mongol ship wrecked at Takashima Island. 
Courtesy of Kyushu Okinawa Society for 
Underwater Archeology 


Kublai Khan directed the two fleets—the Koryo Eastern Route Division 
and the Chinese Chiang-nan Division—to rendezvous at [ki Island to co- 
ordinate their attack. The Eastern Route Division sailed first on May 3, 
1281, retaking Iki on June 10. Without waiting for the arrival of the Chiang- 
nan Division, the impatient commanders of the Eastern Route Division 
sailed to Hakata Bay. Takezaki Suenaga’s second scroll depicts the second 
invasion, showing him riding off to war, passing in front of the newly built 
stone wall at Hakata Bay as other samurai sit atop the wall and wait for the 
enemy. The stone walls thwarted the Mongols, who pulled back to occupy 
an island in the middle of the bay. The Japanese used their small navy to cut 
into the Mongol fleet, with armed samurai springing onto the enemy ships 
and killing the crews and soldiers. The second scroll also shows Suenaga in 
a small boat, running up alongside larger Mongol ships and fighting his way 
forward to cut the throats of the crew in deadly hand-to-hand combat. The 
brushstrokes of the artist convey the ferocity of the fighting, with blood 
spurting as sharp blades and arrows cut down men. The paintings are a 
graphic testimony as to why the badly mauled Eastern Route Division 
retreated to Iki Island with the Japanese in pursuit. 


The Chiang-nan Division finally sailed in June and met up with the 
Eastern Route Division at the small island of Takashima, 30 miles south of 
Hakata. The Japanese fought the combined Chinese and Mongol forces in a 


running two-week battle throughout the rugged countryside. The crews of 
the invading ships chained their vessels together and constructed a plank 
walkway, forming a massive floating fortress in preparation for the 
inevitable waterborne assault by the small defense craft of the Japanese. 


The Japanese ships, some of them filled with straw and set on fire, 
attacked the Mongol fleet but were unable to do much harm. As the story 
was later told, the Japanese beseeched the Goddess of the Ise Shrine for 
another storm to help them, and their prayers were answered. The legend 
states that “A green dragon had raised its head from the waves” and 
“sulfurous flames filled the firmament.” Driving rain, high winds and 
storm-lashed waves smashed into the Mongol fleet. Thousands of ships 
sank, drowning nearly a hundred thousand men. Mongol troops stranded on 
the beach, demoralized and cut off from escape, were rounded up and 
executed. The shores were strewn with debris and bodies; according to a 
modern Japanese history, “a person could walk across from one point of 
land to another on a mass of wreckage” at the entrance to Imari Bay. Kublai 
Khan abandoned his dreams of a Japanese conquest in 1286 when he 
abruptly cancelled the preparations for a third invasion. 


Interestingly, Suenaga’s scrolls and the handful of Japanese documents 
from the 1281 invasion do not depict or mention a storm. Critics of the 
scrolls deride them as the work of a “self-aggrandizer,” while others point 
to persistent myth-building by Japan’s military and political leaders that 
glorified the emperor as a god and celebrated Japan’s divine protection and 
status. (Eventually, this led to a series of wars of conquest that greatly 
expanded the Japanese empire from the 1870s through the early 1940s.) But 
the Venetian adventurer Marco Polo, who allegedly spent several years in 
Kublai Khan’s court, wrote an account of the Mongol invasion in which he 
mentioned the storm that destroyed it: 


And it came to pass that there arose a north wind, which blew 
with great fury, and caused great damage along the coasts of that 
Island, for its harbors were few. It blew so hard that the Great 
Kaan’s fleet could not stand against it. And when the chiefs saw 
that, they came to the conclusion that if the ships remained 
where they were, the whole navy would perish. So they all got 
on board and made sail to leave the country. But when they had 


gone about four miles they came to a small Island, on which 
they were driven ashore in spite of all they could do, and a great 
part of the fleet was wrecked and a great multitude of the force 
perished. 


Given the prominent place of the story of the kamikaze in Japanese 
history, who knows where the truth lies? For a handful of young 
archeologists, the truth lies in the remains of the events, which now lie 
beneath the waters of Japan’s coast. 


RELICS OF THE KAMIKAZE 


The beautiful views of Hakata and Imari bays and their gentle waves belie 
the violence of the storms that are said to have twice destroyed the Mongol 
fleet, as well as the tremendous battles waged on their shores in 1274 and 
1281. Apart from memorials and monuments, few physical traces of the 
invasion remain on the land other than a handful of reconstructed sections 
of the stone wall in the heart of modern Fukuoka. Some scholars do not 
believe that the stone anchor weight at Hakozaki Shrine comes from the 
Mongol invasion; they think that it is one of many similar anchors lost on 
the bay bottom during the centuries Hakata Bay was an active port, because 
no other evidence—such as weapons or broken hulls—has ever emerged. 
But the waters off Takashima Island in Imari Bay have yielded traces of the 
Mongol fleet and its destruction. 


Fishermen are usually the first to discover shipwrecks, and for years, 
Japanese trawlers operating in the waters of Imari Bay had been dredging 
up pottery and other artifacts from the lost Mongol fleet of 1281. Then, in 
1980, Torao Mozai, a professor of engineering at Tokyo University, used a 
sonoprobe—a sound-wave device that geologists use to discover rocks 
buried in ocean sediment—to survey the seabed off Takashima Island. He 
discovered that buried artifacts appeared as different colors on his screen. 


A year later, Professor Mozai’s team pinpointed many objects that divers 
then recovered. The artifacts attest to the diversity of the invading force and 
its weapons, as well as its need for provisions. In addition to spearheads, 
war helmets, stone balls for catapults and a cavalry officer’s sword 


discovered sticking upright in the mud—exactly where it had been dropped 
seven hundred years earlier—the divers found stone handmills for grinding 
gunpowder, iron ingots, stone anchor stocks and mortars for pounding rice 
or corn. The discoveries made international headlines (and a National 
Geographic magazine article) in 1981, the seven hundredth anniversary of 
the second Mongol invasion, and sparked the creation of a new museum on 
Takashima Island. The opening of the museum inspired a number of local 
fishermen to donate their own discoveries, including a bronze statue of 
Buddha dating to the twelfth century and a bronze seal of authority that had 
belonged to a Mongol commander of a thousand-man group. 


Since 1991, the Kyushu Okinawa Society for Underwater Archeology 
(KosUWA), under the leadership of Dr. Kenzo Hayashida, has been 
conducting surveys and excavations off Takashima’s shores. In 1994, they 
discovered three wood and stone anchors from the Mongol invasion fleet, 
buried in the mud 400 feet offshore and in 40 feet of water. One of the 
anchors is 21 feet long and weighs one ton. Analysis of the wood used in 
the anchor showed it was red oak dating to within a few years of the 
Mongol invasion. Analysis of the stone used in the anchor showed that it 
was granite from China’s Fujian province, from which most of Kublai 
Khan’s invasion fleet sailed to the shores of Japan. Of even greater interest 
were the remains of the anchor cable, which lay stretched out straight from 
the anchor to the shore, indicating the possible presence of a wreck. 
Excavations recovered 135 scattered artifacts, but the wreck itself remained 
elusive. 


In October 2001, Kosuwa’s hard work paid off with the exciting 
discovery of a ship from Kublai Khan’s fleet. The wreck lay in Kozaki 
harbor, a small indentation on Takashima’s southern coast on the shore of 
Imari Bay. In all the years of work at Takashima, never before had the 
remains of one of the ships been discovered. In fact, only two other Asian 
shipwrecks of this age ever have been found, one at Shinan in Korea and 
the other at Guangzhou in China. Finding another ship from the thirteenth 
century, a time when Chinese ships were the best examples of shipbuilding 
in the world, made the wreck at Takashima a very significant discovery in 
the world of maritime archeology. What the excavation of the site revealed 
in 2002, however, made it one of the greatest underwater archeological 
discoveries of the century. 


The catch was that the archeologists had to work fast, as construction of 
a new fishing harbor at the site meant that they had to completely remove 
the wreck before October 2002. They met the deadline and recovered nearly 
eight hundred artifacts, ranging in size from a small tortoiseshell comb to 
what may be part of the ship’s large keel or backbone. Now their work 
continues in the laboratory. 


DIVING INTO THE THIRTEENTH CENTURY 


When The Sea Hunters team arrives, only half of the wreck has been 
cleared. Each morning begins with a briefing for all divers, and then the 
first Japanese team gears up to get to work. They wear masks that cover 
their faces, and they are connected to shore by air hoses and an underwater 
communications system. They are continuously fed air and report on what 
they are doing to the dive supervisor and the supervising archeologist in the 
control room. We gear up to go in with them, donning wetsuits, heavy tanks 
and our survey equipment. Stepping up to the edge of the concrete dock, I 
check my air, make sure all my straps are tight, then step off the edge, 
falling feet first into the water. 


As the froth and bubbles from my jump clear, I check to ensure all my 
equipment is in place. A single line leads down the slope to the wreck, 
which rests in 43 feet of water. I swim in the gray haze of the warm sea, 
visibility only 5 feet, until I hear a loud humming sound. To my left, I see 
the air hoses of the first team and a thick, flexible tube that vibrates when I 
place my hand on it. This is the outtake for a large underwater suction 
dredge that the crew is using to uncover the wreck. I follow the tube to a 
cloud of silt and the excavation. 


The seabed is covered with a thick, viscous, almost gelatinous ooze that 
the archeologists have to dig through to reach the wreck. The task of 
moving all that mud is immense, as the area of the site covers about two 
city blocks. The archeologists carefully sweep the handheld underwater 
suction dredge over the bottom, lying down alongside the thick corrugated 
hose and gently fanning the mud into the dredge with their hands. 


The divers work in shifts, slowly cutting through 5 feet of mud to 
uncover the wreck, which lies on what was the seabed in 1281. This historic 


level is hard-packed, coarse gray sand mixed with shell. When the dredge 
exposes an artifact, a diver carefully fans away the silt and mud to clean it 
off while reporting his find back to the surface over his communications 
system. The dive supervisor and archeologist in the control room make 
notes on what has been found and assign a number to the discovery; the 
diver then sticks a large numbered tag into the seabed next to it. A team of 
diving archeologists will carefully map, photograph and draw the object 
before another team removes it to shore for analysis. 


Swimming over the site, I pass through a maze of metal pins with tags— 
nearly a hundred of them—marking artifacts. A grid of metal legs and twine 
covers the entire site, dividing it into square units. I swim up to one unit and 
see scattered broken pots and dishes, timbers and a round object. The round 
object is only 5% inches in diameter, but it is one of the most significant 
discoveries made to date. It is a tetsuhau, or an exploding shell. Chinese 
alchemists invented gunpowder around A.D. 300, and by the year 1100, huge 
bombs, much like giant firecrackers, were being used in battle. The first 
reference to exploding projectiles thrown by catapults appears around 1221, 
when Chinese sources describe hollow shells packed with gunpowder. 
Some historians have doubted that such shells were made this early, and 
even recently suggested, in a new book on the Mongol invasion, that the 
scene in Suenaga’s scroll, in which the wounded samurai is falling from his 
horse as a bomb explodes above him, was painted long after the fact 
because bombs did not exist then. 


Some tetsuhau, hollow ceramic shells packed 
with gunpowder and metal shrapnel. They are 
the world’s oldest exploding projectiles and were 


found in the wreck of a Mongol ship off Japan. 
Courtesy of Kyushu Okinawa Society for 
Underwater Archeology 


The discovery of not one but six tetsuhau proves that the old samurai 
was right. While four of them are broken, two are intact. X-ray analysis of 
the two intact bombs shows that one is packed just with gunpowder, while 
the other is filled with gunpowder and more than a dozen half-inch thick 
pieces of iron — shrapnel — to cut down the enemy. They are the world’s 
oldest exploding projectiles. They date to a century before Europeans first 
used guns at sea, and centuries before Europeans replaced solid stone and 
iron cannonballs with shells that exploded. Just a week before our arrival, 
the discovery of these tetsuhau made national news in Japan, though almost 
no one in the West has heard about the discovery. And here I am, hovering 
over this unique, technologically advanced and deadly weapon from more 
than 720 years ago. 


Nearby lies a bunch of what looks like rust-colored twigs stuck together. 
It is a bundle of iron arrows. Japanese accounts of the invasion mention 
showers of Mongol arrows falling from the skies, impaling men and horses. 
Mongol soldiers used powerful laminated bows and could fire them rapidly 
— and from horseback. They were the undisputed master archers of their 
age. In 1245, a papal envoy, Friar John of Piano Carpini, visited the 
Mongols and described their bows and arrows: “They are required to have 
these weapons: two long bows or one good one at least, three quivers full of 
arrows... . the heads of their arrows are exceedingly sharp, cutting both 
ways like a two-edged sword, and they always carry a file in their quivers to 
sharpen their arrowheads.” Interestingly, the rusted mass I am floating over 
is the third bundle of arrows found at the site, and I wonder about the “three 
quivers” comment of the old priest. Could these be the arms of a single 
Mongol soldier? 


Each of the seventy arrows in the bundle could easily penetrate the 
armor of a samurai. According to Father John, this was because of the 
Mongol technique of dipping forged iron arrows “red-hot into salt water, 
that they may be strong enough to pierce the enemy’s armor.” Some of the 
Mongol arrows were dipped in poison to weaken their opponents, and 
looking at the bundle of arrows, which rust has melded into a nearly 


shapeless mass, it is ironic to see how the salt water that once hardened 
them to make them more deadly has now taken the sting from them. 


Another exciting find, resting upright on the seabed, is a Mongol war 
helmet. Close beside it are small fragments of red leather from a suit of 
Mongol armor, originally made of laminated strips of leather bound with 
brass. The mud has preserved these fragile traces by burying them out of 
the reach of the water. Along with the armor, the dredge gently uncovers a 
small tortoiseshell comb, a fragment of red leather still clinging to one side. 
I think about another discovery nearby—the bones of a drowned member of 
the ship’s complement, perhaps a Mongol warrior. The proximity of bones, 
helmet, armor and arrows raises the question of whether or not they all 
belong to one victim of the wreck. In the laboratory, just before the dive, I 
had looked at a broken skull that was found lying face down in the mud, 
and wondered what stories this victim of an ancient shipwreck could tell. 


Some artifacts do tell tales. A small bowl, broken and found upside 
down, is painted with the name of its owner and his rank. One of my dive 
partners, Mitsu Ogawa, later tells me that the man’s name was Weng and 
that he commanded a hundred troops. I wonder if it is Weng’s armor, 
helmet, weapons and bones that lie together in the mud. Other artifacts tell 
us that the preparations for the invasion were hasty. Many of the ceramic 
jars are sloppily made, misshapen and badly fired, rushed into production 
for the war. The ship’s massive anchor may also be proof of haste. Unlike 
the one-piece stone weight for the anchor at Hakozaki Shrine, this anchor’s 
stones—and others found nearby at Takashima— are made of two crudely 
shaped pieces. The anchor for the ship now being excavated dragged in the 
mud and broke apart where the two stone weights were joined by wood and 
lashings—a fatal shortcut. 


After our dive ends, we get into a discussion on the dock with Kenzo 
Hayashida. What sank this ship? The anchor is set tight, as if the ship 
dragged in heavy waves and then broke up. A storm might have sent the 
ship into the shallows and smashed it into the many pieces the Japanese are 
recovering. “The question is whether there was one storm,” says Hayashida, 
or “several centuries of storms.” I get his point. The periodic typhoons that 
lash this coast sweep into Imari Bay and churn up the seabed. The breakup 
and scatter of the huge wooden wreck being mapped by the archeologists 
may be the result of generations of storms, not a single catastrophic 


kamikaze sent by the gods. The timbers of the vessel also show evidence of 
burning. Did this ship go to the bottom as a result of a Japanese attack with 
a straw-filled “fire ship?” The fragmented remains may never reveal all 
their secrets, but they have already enabled archeologists to refute a few 
stories. Hayashida, who bases his opinion of just how many wrecks should 
be on the bottom of the bay from 1281 on years of surveys and the 
information they provide, firmly believes that the figure of four thousand is 
a gross exaggeration. “How many ships?” I ask him. “Maybe four 
hundred,” he answers with a smile. 


Over the next week, we make more dives and watch as more artifacts 
slowly emerge from the mud. Broken timbers from the ship, including the 
sockets where a mast would have fit into the bottom of the hull; shattered 
planks; ceramic bowls and pots once filled with provisions; weapons and 
armor; and personal possessions, like a small delicately cast bronze mirror, 
are reminders of the individuals behind the myths and the big sweep of 
history. The personal items and bones are all that remain of the forgotten 
warriors who came here, on the orders of Kublai Khan, to expand an empire 
and an emperor’s prestige, and instead met their deaths far from home. I 
think of all the dead of 1281. And I think of the millions who died later in 
the 1930s and ’40s, victims of what was, if not a false legend about the 
kamikaze, then a distorted and exaggerated one that was used to justify the 
militaristic expansion of a “divine empire” and a brutal war. 


CHAPTER NINE 
BURIED in the HEART of SAN FRANCISCO 


FIRE IN THE CITY: MAY 4, 1851 


Standing on the Clay Street wharf in San Francisco, Etting Mickle stared at 
the advancing wall of smoke. Since late the previous evening, he had 
listened nervously to the roar of flames. The bright glow in the sky, the 
flying sparks and the hoarse shouts had seemed distant, but now, well into 
the new day, the wind shifted. With terrifying speed, fire raced across the 
waterfront. 


One block west of where Mickle stood, the ship Niantic began to 
smolder, then suddenly exploded into flame. Embers carried by the wind 
swept across the wharf and landed at his feet. “Get out the pump!” he 
shouted to the crew of his ship, General Harrison. Mickle’s fortune was 
invested in that ship, now ringed by fire. Inside her hold lay a wealth of 
merchandise: imported wines and liquor, tools, hardware, rolls of fabric and 
fancy foods. The men pumped frantically, but it was too late. General 
Harrison began to burn fiercely. Mickle and the men with him turned and 
ran for the safety of the open water at the end of the pier. Stopping just 
beyond the reach of the flames, they hacked away at the wooden wharf, 
ripping up planks and chopping at the pilings. This last-ditch effort 
succeeded in cutting off the advancing fire and saved many other ships that 
sat in thick clusters in the deeper waters of the city’s anchorage. Standing 
on the truncated end of the Clay Street wharf, choking in the thick smoke, 
Mickle stared as General Harrison went up in a sheet of flame. A year of 
hard work and investment was gone. 


UNDER CITY STREETS 


Deep inside the excavation, the backhoe carefully pulls back layers of sand. 
When the scrape of the huge bucket exposes a dark-stained layer, I raise my 


hand to stop the huge machine and pick up the high-pressure hose. As water 
washes over the area, sand streams away to reveal ashes, burned wood, 
melted glass and twisted metal. Tips of charred pilings become visible 
alongside the fire-scarred planks of General Harrison. Over the past week, 
archeologists and construction workers have labored to uncover the ship 
from her tomb of mud and sand. Now General Harrison’s, charred hull is 
exposed where she burned and sank in that long-ago fire on May 4, 1851. 


Today, the ship lies 24 feet beneath street level. Lining the construction 
fence on the streets above are hundreds of spectators drawn to the 
incongruous spectacle of a ship lying deep in the heart of San Francisco’s 
financial district. Whether you approach San Francisco by air or sea, or by 
car across the Bay Bridge, the view is dominated by the high rises of the 
financial district as they march up from the Embarcadero to the slopes of 
Telegraph, Nob and Russian hills. The distinctive profile of the 
Transamerica Pyramid rises above some of the city’s few standing survivors 
of its youth. The relatively low two- and three-story brick buildings of 
Jackson Square are the last visible remnants of San Francisco’s infamous 
“Barbary Coast,” survivors of the 1906 earthquake, fires and urban renewal. 
They are survivors from another era, perched in the midst of a modern city. 


Directly beneath the financial district lies an immense archeological 
deposit that dates back to the origins of San Francisco during the gold rush. 
Six major fires and innumerable smaller conflagrations have devastated the 
city. After the destruction wrought by the fires, entire burnt districts were 
filled over. The debris of those fires lies buried beneath the modern city. 
The astonishing collection of items that came to be buried beneath San 
Francisco attracted comment even during the gold rush. The San Francisco 
Evening Picayune, on September 30, 1850, remarked: “At some future 
period, when the site of San Francisco may be explored by a generation 
ignorant of its history, it will take its place by the side of Herculaneum and 
Pompeii, and furnish many valuable relics to perplex the prying 
Antiquarian. Buried in the streets, from six to ten feet beneath the surface, 
there is already a stratum of artificial productions which the entombed cities 
of Italy cannot exhibit. Knives, forks, spoons, chisels, files, and hardware of 
every description, gathered from the places of several conflagrations. 
Masses of nails exhibiting volcanic indications, stove plates and tin ware, 
empty bottles by the cartload and hundreds of other miscellanies, lie quietly 


and deeply interred in Sacramento Street, and perhaps will be carefully 
exhumed in days to come, and be distributed over the world as precious 
relics!” The Evening Picayune’s smug prophecy did not take long to come 
true. As early as the 1870s, excavation for construction unearthed relics of 
the gold rush period. The transient nature of San Francisco ensured that 
most residents were ignorant of the particulars of its past—and the 
“discoveries” that arose from beneath the streets and sidewalks delighted 
them. 


Now, I stand watching the high-pressure hose strip away the shroud of 
mud and sand as history emerges from the buried ashes of a long-ago fire. 
The oak planks of the ship’s hull are solid, and the wood is bright and fresh. 
Even more amazing is the stench of burned wood and sour wine rising from 
the charred debris. A century and a half ago mud, water and sand sealed the 
wreckage of the ship so perfectly that time has stood still. 


GENERAL HARRISON AND GOLD RUSH DAYS 


The product of the venerable New England seafaring town of Newburyport, 
Massachusetts, General Harrison was launched from the banks of the 
Merrimack River in the spring of 1840. Built for a group of local 
merchants, General Harrison worked as a coastal packet out of Boston and 
New York, running south to New Orleans with passengers and cargo, then 
returning north with southern cotton. In 1846, the ship’s owners sold her to 
a consortium of well-known and moneyed Charlestown residents who had 
mercantile links to Pacific Coast ports from Chile to Alaska as well as 
Hawaii and China. The new owners sent General Harrison on a sixteen- 
month voyage around the world. After trading at Valparaiso, Tahiti, Hawaii 
and Hong Kong, she returned to New York in 1847. A new owner, Thomas 
H. Perkins, Jr., son of America’s richest man of the day, kept the ship in his 
fleet until 1849, the year of the exciting news that gold had been discovered 
in California. 


San Francisco in the gold-rush days, 1851. In 
the background are the masts of crowds of ships 
along the waterfront and the store ships Niantic 
and General Harrison (circled). San Francisco 
Maritime National Historic Park, Smithsonian 
Institution Collection All.781.2n1 


The gold discovery sparked a “rush” for California’s riches. The editors 
of the New York Herald remarked in early January that the “spirit of 
emigration which is carrying off thousands to California... increases and 
expands every day. All classes of our citizens seem to be under the 
influence of this extraordinary mania... Poets, philosophers, lawyers, 
brokers, bankers, merchants, farmers, clergymen—all are feeling the 
impulse and are preparing to go and dig for gold and swell the number of 
adventurers to the new El Dorado.” 


Most gold-seekers chose to travel to California by ship, and between 
December 1848 and December 1849, 762 vessels sailed from American 
ports for San Francisco. One of them was General Harrison. Sailing from 
Boston on August 3, 1849, the ship rounded Cape Horn to reach the Chilean 
port of Valparaiso. There, the ship’s agents, Mickle y Compaiiia, loaded 
merchandise from Chile’s farms, wineries and shops to sell in San 
Francisco. On February 3, 1850, the ship reached San Francisco. With her 
passengers off to the gold fields and her cargo sold, General Harrison 
would have been ready for another voyage. But the lure of gold was too 
much for her crew, who deserted and headed for the mines, leaving General 
Harrison, along with hundreds of other ships, idle on the San Francisco 
docks. 


The waterfront was then a constantly growing, hectic center of activity. 
Every day, more ships arrived, workers landed cargoes, and thousands of 
men crowded the sandy streets seeking passage up the bay and its 
tributaries to the heart of the gold country. Crowded beyond its capacity, 
San Francisco was boxed in on all sides by massive, shifting sand dunes 
and a shallow cove that was by turns either a stagnant pond or an expanse 
of thick foul mud at low tide. The city’s entrepreneurs solved the problem 
of lack of space by building on top of the shallows of the cove. Thousands 
of pilings, shipped south from the forests of British Columbia and Puget 
Sound, were pounded into the shallows, enabling long wharves to march 
across the mud flats to the anchorage. Alongside the wharves, buildings 
were perched atop piles, and ships were hauled up onto the mud to serve the 
needs of the booming frontier town. 


By the time of General Harrison’s arrival, a Chilean visitor to San 
Francisco described the city as “a Venice built of pine instead of marble. It 
is a city of ships, piers, and tides. Large ships with railings, a good distance 
from the shore, served as residences, stores, and restaurants... The whole 
central part of the city swayed noticeably because it was built on piles the 
size of ship’s masts driven down into the mud.” 


The frequent fires that ravaged San Francisco exacerbated the city’s need 
for buildings. Etting Mickle, who was in charge of the local branch of 
Mickle y Compania, bought (eneral Harrison to serve as the company’s 
“store ship,” or floating warehouse. Just a block west lay the Niantic, 
beached in August 1849 and converted into a store ship by friends of 
Mickle’s. Workers removed General Harrison’s masts and hauled her up 
onto the mud flats alongside the Clay Street wharf. Nestled in the mud, her 
hull still washed by the tide, the ship was quickly converted into a 
warehouse. Carpenters built a large “barn” on the deck and cut doors into 
the hull, while laborers cleaned out the hold to store crates, barrels and 
boxes of merchandise. Mickle advertised, on May 30, 1850, that “this fine 
and commodious vessel being now permanently stationed at the corner of 
Clay and Battery streets was in readiness to receive stores of any 
description, and offers a rare inducement to holders of goods.” 


The new venture prospered. Mickle’s neighbors on Niantic reported, in a 
private letter in July 1850, that their store ship, thanks to the inflated real 
estate values of the gold rush, was worth what in today’s money would be 


$2.72 million and was raking in nearly $80,000 per month renting out space 
for storage and offices. Mickle doubtless was doing nearly as well. 
Commission merchants like him handled cargoes that arrived from around 
the world, storing them and arranging for their sale at auction. For his 
services, Mickle would collect a 10 per cent commission on the sale of 
merchandise, 5 per cent for procuring freight and flat fees for other 
services. He would also collect rent for storing merchandise inside General 
Harrison. In short, from the time a vessel arrived and Mickle’s firm cleared 
it with customs officials, landed the goods, stowed them in General 
Harrison for a month or two, sold and then delivered the goods to buyers, 
each crate or barrel had earned more than a few dollars. 


From May 1850 to May 1851, General Harrison was a thriving business 
in the midst of a rapidly changing and expanding city. Continued 
construction on the waterfront pushed out well past Niantic and General 
Harrison, surrounding them with streets and two- or three-story wooden 
buildings perched atop pilings. In April 1851, one San Francisco 
newspaper, the Daily Alta California, commented: “It looks very curious in 
passing along some of the streets bordering on the water to see the stern of a 
ship with her name and the place from which she hails painted upon it, and 
her stern posts staring at you directly on the street. These ships, now high 
and dry, were hauled in about a year since as store ships, before the building 
was Carried on in that section of the city in so rapid a manner, and now find 
themselves out of their natural element and a part of the streets of a great 
city.” 


These new surroundings doomed General Harrison and Niantic. San 
Francisco had burned several times during the gold rush, but the worst 
disaster was the fire of May 4, 1851. The blaze began on the west side of 
Portsmouth Square just after u p.m. on May 3 and spread throughout the 
city. By early morning, the fire was still burning: “We do not know how 
great is the destruction, for the smoke is so dense and the fire intervening, it 
is impossible to tell.” When the smoke cleared, San Francisco had lost 
nearly two thousand buildings, a number of lives and $7 million in 
destroyed property and merchandise. Among the losses were Niantic, 
General Harrison and another store ship, Apollo. 


In the aftermath of the fire, the Daily Alta California reported that the 
“portion of the burned district which was built out into the bay and upon 


piles will have to be rebuilt in a very different manner. The piles generally 
are entirely ruined or so badly injured that they will not serve the purpose of 
foundations for houses. They cannot be replaced from the fact that there is 
not now sufficient water in that portion of the city to enable the pile driver 
to be used. It will therefore be necessary generally, to fill it up, and thus 
give future improvements the solid earth for a foundation.” Over the next 
few years, sand from the dunes that hemmed the harbor was loaded by 
steam shovels and sent rocketing into the shallows on rail-mounted dump 
cars, burying the old waterfront beneath 16 feet of fill. 


In the summer of 1851, before the burned area was completely filled in, 
Charles Hare, a “ship breaker,” reportedly “broke up” the charred remains 
of General Harrison and sold them off “piecemeal.” After that, as a 
progression of buildings arose on the corner of Clay and Battery, the story 
of General Harrison gradually faded from people’s memory. In April 1906, 
the great earthquake and fire destroyed San Francisco and leveled the block. 
Rebuilding was slow, so it was not until 1912 that workers cleared the ruins 
and dug down into the sand to pour the foundations for a new building. 
Their steam shovels hit the buried remains of General Harrison, but no one 
remembered the ship’s name, and newspaper reports suggested the wreck 
was that of a Spanish ship lost on the old waterfront in 1849. The workers 
tried to chop away the thick timbers of the ship, but the venerable old hulk 
resisted their axes and saws. A few pilings were hammered through the ship 
to support the foundations of the new building, and General Harrison was 
reburied. By the mid-1990s, that rediscovery had also been forgotten, and 
no one was sure of what lay beneath the street and the buildings at Clay and 
Battery. But one archeologist suspected that General Harrison was still 
there. 


UNEARTHING A FORGOTTEN SHIP 


Thanks to various laws, developers in San Francisco must conduct an 
archeological reconnaissance before any construction proceeds. In 1999, 
archeologist Allen Pastron began negotiations with the New York firm that 
was planning to build a new hotel at the corner of Clay and Battery streets. 
Pastron, a veteran of many digs in downtown San Francisco, believed that 
the remains of General Harrison were buried there. He used a powerful 


auger to bore a series of holes into the site. At one hole, the drill spit out a 
chunk of oak covered with copper. It was a section of the ship’s wooden 
keel, or backbone, still sheathed with the copper that once protected the hull 
from marine organisms. 


Just how much of the ship had survived was unknown. In early 
September 2001, construction crews cleared away the concrete floor of the 
basement of the recently demolished building on the site and dug into the 
wet sand beneath it. Within a few hours, the outline of a ship began to 
emerge. About two thirds, or 81 feet of the 126-foot hull, was exposed. The 
other end of the ship lay beneath an adjacent building. 


The hull of General Harrison buried in the heart 
of San Francisco. James P. Delgado 


Pastron had uncovered the long-forgotten General Harrison. He needed 
a maritime archeologist to help with the project and phoned me. I flew out 
right away to “get my hands dirty” on the dig. 


On September 9, I arrive at the site and am struck by how this small hole 
in the midst of all the high rises is a portal to the past. After a steep climb 
down a construction ladder, then a walk over loose sand and slippery mud, I 
reach the wreck. General Harrison burned down to her waterline, so only 
the bottom third of the ship’s once massive hull remains. The hold is largely 
empty, as it was cleaned out after the fire by salvager Charles Hare and his 
crew of local Chinese laborers. They pumped out the flooded lower part of 
the ship and mucked out the sodden, charred cargo. Hare’s crew, working in 
toxic, awful conditions after the fire, did more than clean out the ship. They 
also wrenched out hundreds of solid copper and brass fasteners that held 
together the timbers and peeled off the copper sheathing on the outside of 
the hull, which meant diving into the surrounding fetid shallows. 


Inside General Harrison is more evidence of the Chinese ship breakers. 
A thick iron pry-bar for removing the thick copper bolts lies in one area. 
Nearby is a pile of iron bolts, stacked ready for removal. We find a broken 
rice bowl, a shattered bottle and several pairs of worn-out boots. It is as if 
the workers have just gone home. They left the job unfinished, though. The 
ship is only partially broken down—nearly every bit of valuable copper is 
gone, but the work stopped short of cutting apart the wooden hull. That 
might mean that the scrapping ended in October 1851, when newspapers 
reported that the work of filling in the shallows had at last reached the 
burned-out General Harrison. When carts began dumping sand just outside 
the hull, Hare’s crew simply dropped what they were doing and left. As I 
look at the half-cut planks, at sections of timber lying where laborers were 
chopping them up—the axe marks still fresh—and the discarded boots, 
bowl and bottle, I feel that I have truly stepped into the past. 


Then time seemingly stops again, just before seven on the morning of 
September 11. As I walk to the site, my cell phone rings. It is my wife, Ann, 
at home in Vancouver, telling me that a jet has just crashed into the World 
Trade Center in New York. The crew gathers at the General Harrison dig, 
and down in our hole in the heart of San Francisco, we listen to a small 
radio as the terrible news comes in from back east. The second jet, the 
grounding of flights across the country and the rumors— we hear that the 


State Department has been hit, that the Capitol is in flames, that the White 
House has been evacuated, and that downtown San Francisco is also being 
evacuated. I look up at the Transamerica Pyramid and the towers of the 
nearby Embarcadero Center, and all this history beneath me seems 
insignificant, and the evidence of this long-ago disaster inconsequential. We 
are hustled off the site by security guards, and I make my way back to my 
hotel, with no place to go and nothing to do but wait as new history unfolds. 


The next day, we return to work on General Harrison. Somber, and now 
stuck in San Francisco with no easy way to get home since all flights are 
grounded for an indefinite time, I turn to work and immerse myself in the 
past. It is cathartic and strangely reassuring. After all, we are exposing a 
layer of a once-devastated San Francisco that lies beneath yet another layer 
of destruction, atop which rests the modern city which now, on September 
12, is beginning to reassert a semblance of normalcy. Life goes on, and the 
history we are exposing is a reminder of the great cycle of existence, not 
only for our crew but also for the crowds that again gather to watch. Local 
author Rebecca Solnit, writing in the San Francisco Chronicle a year after 
our dig, remarks that all those onlookers, “somehow drawn out of 
themselves in this place,” in a social climate where few people even make 
eye contact, nonetheless “feel part of something, and that the place was 
somehow enlarged—not only in its sense of time as the ship hull made 
visible the ruined city of 1851, but in its sense of community.” 


The sense of timelessness and intimate contact with a lost community, 
the San Francisco that ended dramatically on May 4, 1851, certainly comes 
through as we continue to dig. As the backhoe starts to scratch out a 
rectangular trench close to the port, or left side, of the exposed hull, I hear 
the telltale crunch of breaking glass and stop the work. Over the next hour, 
with the backhoe operator delicately working the huge hoe like a surgeon’s 
tool, we pull back the sand to expose the top of a thick mass of blackened, 
melted glass and cinders. This mass, glued together by mud and creosote 
from the burnt wood, is part of the onetime store of General Harrison. 


The fire that destroyed General Harrison was intense, flashing over the 
ship so quickly that some items fell into the flooded hold and the tidal 
shallows next to the ship, landing in the mud practically unharmed. Using 
hoses, we slowly wash away layers of ash, cinders and mud to reveal a door 
with its brass pull-ring still bright and shiny—and with traces of paint on 


the wood. A broken box bears the partial trademark and name of a company 
that we cannot decipher, but which appears to say “Freres,” indicating a 
French origin. It is a reminder that California’s gold attracted the goods of a 
world market. 


Then, as the water washes away more of the thick black sediment, I spot 
the corner of a small pine box. Carefully, and yet eagerly, we work for the 
next two hours to slowly free it from beneath fallen timbers and piles of 
broken glass. It is an intact crate. Finally, once the box is clear of debris and 
cleaned, we photograph and measure it, and survey its location on our site 
map. Only then do I carefully open the lid. Inside are twelve bottles, packed 
in straw. Soggy and stuck to the bottles, the straw easily yields as I pick up 
one bottle. The cork in it is covered with a silver foil cap. The label has 
disintegrated, but as I wipe the bottle clean and hold it up, the sun 
illuminates the wine inside. It is now red from oxidation, but the style of the 
bottle and the cap indicate that it is a German white wine, perhaps some of 
the “Rhine wine” that Mickle advertised for sale just months before the fire. 


Even more bottles—of Madeira, brandy, sherry and Champagne— some 
still full of liquid, emerge from the mud. The fancy foods inside the store 
ship were probably all destroyed, I think, but we find what might be 
samples of paté. Then I reach down and pick up a perfectly preserved 
peanut, still in its shell and only slightly singed. Other surprises include 
rolls and bolts of charred cloth, lying next to melted and fused kegs of nails 
and tacks. A glint of bright red reveals a bag of small red glass beads, and 
bits of hardware provide a hint of what was once nice furniture. 


Our work reminds me of earlier digs in San Francisco—the store ship 
Niantic, destroyed in the same May 1851 fire and discovered in 1978, 
yielded a variety of well-preserved objects from linoleum rolls to a leather 
jacket folded by its owner and placed atop a crate. Faber pencils from 
London, sausage and truffle paté and French Champagne from Rheims, 
mixed in with crockery and hardware, made the Niantic site a gold-rush 
Pompeii. Later, in 1986, Pastron and his crew, myself included, excavated 
an entire half block of buildings that had fallen, still on fire, into the bay’s 
shallows during the May 1851 fire, and were encapsulated in cold, thick 
blue mud. We gently washed away the mud to reveal crocks filled with 
butter, bags of coffee, chests packed with tea leaves, bottled preserves—a 
jar of cherries was still bright red—and crates of army surplus rifles and 


ammunition: debris now made priceless by the passing of time and their 
near-perfect condition, thanks to their being sealed beyond the reach of air 
and light. 


My career as an archeologist immersed me in the gold rush so fully that 
those times seem alive to me. When I walk the streets of downtown San 
Francisco, in my mind’s eye I see the wharves, tent buildings and crowds of 
strangers from all lands as ships daily discharge more men and goods into 
this great and grand bazaar on the Pacific frontier. This sense of the past is 
reinforced by reading the letters, diaries and newspapers of the time, and 
from looking at faded photographs of the city as it was. Thanks to 
archeology, I feel privileged to have walked in the same mud as the 49ers, 
to have smelled the reeking aftermath of the May 1851 fire as its remains 
emerged. I have trod the decks and hulls of ships sepulchered in the mud as 
San Francisco filled in the old waterfront. I have sipped Champagne and 
brandy destined for a gold-rush saloon, when we unpacked it in the 
laboratory, and I have sorted through the detritus of the past to scientifically 
catalog what we have excavated. The smallest and humblest items add to 
the picture. Carbonized beans from General Harrison appear to be the 
small white beans common to Chile, and carbonized grains of barley, again 
probably Chilean, are proof of how that South American country served as 
the gold rush’s principal larder until farming took hold on the California 
frontier. 


Two weeks after the project began, it is time for me to leave. Very soon, 
General Harrison will return to the darkness when construction workers 
rebury her to make way for the new hotel on the site. Rather than destroy 
her, the developer has decided to put General Harrison back into her time 
capsule. Displays inside the new hotel will remind San Franciscans and 
visitors of a city born of the sea, as well as the romance of a buried 
waterfront that still holds the bones of the ships that helped to settle this 
town in the days of the gold rush. For me, the mental map of the waterfront 
of May 1851 is more complete, more detailed than before, and this foray is 
a powerful reminder of why I love what I do. This dig, in its unlikely 
downtown locale, is also a reminder that my work as a maritime 
archeologist does not always mean slipping beneath the waves. 


KING PHILIP: OCEAN BEACH, SAN FRANCISCO 


The uncovering of General Harrison reminded me of an earlier exploration 
of another buried shipwreck, this one covered over by the sands of a beach. 
That ship was wrecked in 1878 on San Francisco’s Ocean Beach, a long 
expanse of sand that is exposed to the full fury of the open sea. Dozens of 
ships have come to grief in the surf there, though no trace of them is usually 
visible. The writer Bret Harte once likened that surf to ravenous wolves of 
the sea, racing up to meet the dunes. 


The winter of 1982-83 hit the California coast with ferocious rain and 
driving winds. During one storm, high tides and heavy seas ripped up the 
shoreline, and at Ocean Beach, the sand receded 63 feet and dropped 9 feet, 
exposing the first hints of a long-forgotten shipwreck. When a local resident 
called to report that an old ship’s timbers were sticking out of the surf, I 
rushed out to Ocean Beach and saw the tip of the bow rising out of the sand 
as the tide receded. Over the next year, more of the ship rose out of its 
grave, and by spring 1984, the entire outline of the wreck lay exposed. 


We helped nature along by using fire hoses and a pumper truck, provided 
by a very helpful San Francisco Fire Department crew, to cut through the 
sand. We also pushed down a high-pressure water probe to find what lay 
buried inside the wreck and discovered that just a little less than half the 
hull, from the lower deck to the keel, lay beneath us. After washing away 
the sand at the stern, I put on dive gear and dropped into a maelstrom of 
swirling grit and water, trying to see what the outside of the hull looked 
like. As each wave crashed into the hull, I was flipped, twisted and bashed 
into the ship, but the dive was worth a few bruises and cuts. I could see that 
the entire outside of the lower hull was still sheathed in a bright yellow 
composition metal known as Muntz metal. The burnished hull looked like it 
was covered in hammered gold. 


Much to the dismay of the crowd of curious onlookers, and despite the 
glittering “false gold” that covered the hull, the wreck yielded no tangible 
treasure. The hull, filled with gravel, was empty. We were able to establish 
that this was the wreck of a medium clipper named King Philip. But as the 
sand continued to erode, we were faced with a mystery. Strands of wire 
rope festooned the exposed hull, and chunks of Douglas fir timbers 
appeared. Then one morning we found ourselves looking at a tangle of iron 


chain with two wooden deadeyes. I recognized it as a bobstay, part of the 
rigging that attaches beneath the bowsprit of a sailing vessel, but it was too 
small for King Philip. What was all this? The mystery began to unravel as 
we mapped out our finds. The wire rope was ship’s rigging, caught in the 
ribs of King Philip. The Douglas fir timbers were from a different hull—a 
ship built of that Pacific coast softwood and not the oak of our medium 
clipper. The bobstays were also from that other ship. Clearly, another vessel 
had come to grief on the same spot after the wreck of King Philip. But what 
ship? 

We found the answer after a search in the archives. On March 13, 1902, 
the three-masted Pacific coast lumber schooner Reporter was heading in 
towards the Golden Gate with a load of pilings, milled lumber and shingles 
from Gray’s Harbor, Washington. Her captain, Adolph Hansen, lost his way 
in the darkness after mistaking the lights of the Cliff House for the Point 
Bonita lighthouse that marks the northern approach to the harbor and sailed 
into the breakers of Ocean 


James Delgado, at the stern, adjusts the baseline 
to map the wreck of King Philip on Ocean 
Beach, San Francisco, in 1986. Photo by 
Edward de St. Maurice/National Park Service. 


Beach. Caught by the waves, Reporter hit the beach right next to where 
King Philip had gone ashore in 1878. The crew took to the rigging to save 
themselves after one of the masts fell and were rescued from their perch 
above the waves. But by the morning, according to the San Francisco 


Examiner, “There is no hope for the Reporter... the schooner can only fight 
until her tendons give. Her ribs and sheathing, masts and rails will wash 
ashore, to be carried away by thrifty seaside dwellers and be used as 
firewood.” A few days later, the newspaper noted that Reporter, broken and 
scattered, was “fast digging her own grave alongside the bones of the King 
Philip, whose ribs are still seen.” 


Mystery solved, we tured back to learning more about our medium 
clipper. Then, out of the blue, I received a phone call from Nuna Cass. She 
had found the letter book of King Philip’s first captain, Charles Rollins, who 
was one of her ancestors. The letter book’s detailed accounts of both 
Captain Rollins’s experiences as well as that of the ship had sparked her 
interest. She offered to help reconstruct the ship’s history. We learned that 
King Philip began life in November 1856 as the largest vessel ever 
launched from the shipyard of Dennett Weymouth in Alna, Maine. Nearly 
twice the tonnage of any other vessel built there, the 182-foot King Philip 
was also the last full-rigged ship built by Weymouth, who died in 1875, just 
three years before King Philip met her end. 


I flew to Maine and, with the help of Peter Throckmorton, a good friend 
who was one of the fathers of underwater archaeology, I drove out to visit 
the “Old Weymouth place.” A manicured lawn sloped down to the 
riverbank, and as we walked to the water, Peter pointed out the logs and 
timbers that marked the old shipyard’s ways. More than a century after 
Dennett Weymouth’s death, the remains of his shipyard were still there, 
preserved by the cold fresh waters of the Sheepscot River. This was the first 
time in my career that I’d made the journey, through space and time, from 
the grave of a ship that I was studying back to her cradle. 


Peter, fired up by the moment, went up to the house and knocked on the 
door. The lady who answered was not a descendant, but she told us that 
there some old Weymouth family papers in the attic. She rummaged around 
and came downstairs with a faded drawing. While it was not labeled, we 
knew immediately what it was. Weymouth had carefully drawn the outline 
of King Philip and, with the sail maker, had laid out the sail plan for the 
ship. I don’t know what stunned us more— finding the plan or that 
generous woman succumbing to Peter’s entreaties to donate it to the 
maritime museum back in San Francisco. 


We ended the day by driving to nearby Newcastle to visit the home of 
the Glidden family, one of King Philip’s first owners. Glidden & Williams 
operated the principal clipper ship line between New England and 
California from 1850 until well after the Civil War. King Philip, built after 
the heyday of the extreme clippers with their knife-like hulls and lofty spars 
filled with sail, was a more full-bodied “medium” clipper and a predecessor 
to the boxier “down-easters” that were the last generation of American 
wooden-hulled full-rigged sailing ships. To make money with these ships, 
they had to carry cargoes quickly. The fast clippers of the late 1840s and 
early 1850s made record time on their voyages, but their narrow hulls could 
not carry much cargo. The medium clippers were a compromise, sacrificing 
some of the form that made the ships fast for more capacity. Just the same, 
King Philip was said by historian William Fairburn to have been a good 
Sailer with good (that is, fast) passages. “She was,” commented Fairburn, 
“undoubtedly hard driven.” 


“Hard driven” applied not only to the ship but her crew. To get a slow 
ship to make good passages meant pushing both ship and men to their 
limits, if not beyond. And King Philip’s crew mutinied on more than one 
occasion, setting the vessel on fire on two occasions. In 1874, a U.S. naval 
officer, who sent an armed force aboard King Philip in Rio de Janeiro to 
quell an uprising, during which “the ship’s steward had been killed and 
most of the crew had deserted,” sympathetically commented that “perhaps 
they had good reason.” Intrigued by the harsh reality of life before the mast, 
I spent more time digging into the ship’s history than into the sand that 
shrouded her bones. 


Instead of running to California like other Glidden & Williams ships, 
King Philip entered the “general carrying trade,” loading all types of 
merchandise and delivering them to ports around the world. Captain 
Rollins’s letter book spans the time between June 1857 and May 1860. 
Those early letters did far more to flesh out those water-stained oak bones 
than all of the archeology I could ever practice on the hulk, an invaluable 
lesson for me. Beyond the science and the study of the “object,” in this case 
the half-intact hulk I was enthusing over, the significance of any find lies in 
the connections to real people. 


Rollins’s first letters recorded a voyage from Gravesend, England, 
around the tip of Cape of Good Hope to the Indian Ocean and then to 


Melbourne, Australia. He reported that “the ship sails fair” with all sail set 
but went on to say that “my crew have mostly left the ship,” leaving him 
with two officers and seven men. “The cook is away today and it is doubtful 
if I see him again. They leave about “120 wages behind them. I do not think 
the ship shall lose anything by these men as I shall take but two mates from 
here and the Steward shipped in Boston was totally unfit for his place. He 
had no idea of cooking or of saving provisions and besides was abominably 
filthy.” From Melbourne, King Philip sailed to the coast of Peru to load 
guano—the accumulated droppings of sea birds— being mined in the 
Chincha Islands as fertilizer. The reeking cargo stunk to high heaven but 
was literally worth its weight in gold. 


After discharging the guano at Rotterdam in September 1858, Rollins 
took on four hundred casks of gin and headed for England, and from there 
to San Francisco with a cargo of lumber, sugar, pig iron, livestock and coal. 
His letter to Glidden & Williams from San Francisco is full of complaints, 
particularly about a “patent reefing gear” installed in the rigging to handle 
some of the work that the sailors usually did aloft. The gear should have 
acted like a rolling window shade to retract a sail in heavy wind so as to 
keep the wind from bursting it or breaking the yards or mast. Rollins raged 
that the gear was too tightly installed, slipped off its rollers and cut into the 
wooden spars, and jammed frequently. In a fierce gale, the gear stuck, 
leaving the sail exposed to the full fury of the wind instead of “reefing” or 
rolling up. The main topgallant mast bent and nearly broke, then the sail 
burst, ripping away in the storm. 


I was amused by Rollins’s comments on this Victorian-era invention to 
cut costs by replacing people with a machine. Reading his letter was a 
revelation, and one that I would not find in the cold dead hulk of a wrecked 
ship, about how frustrated people felt when confronted by technology that 
promised to help but did not. 


Rollins left King Philip in early 1860, but under other captains and other 
crews, the ship carried a variety of cargoes around the world. In 1869, at a 
stop in Honolulu, the crew mutinied and set King Philip on fire. The 
damage was bad—so bad that the ship was condemned and sold at a “fire 
sale.” Puget Sound lumber merchants Pope & Talbot bought and repaired 
King Philip, but the bad luck that had dogged the ship since the beginning 
continued. 


On an 1874 voyage out of Baltimore, the crew mutinied and set fire to 
the ship. After the fire was put out, the crew still refused to sail. An armed 
force of U.S. Marines from the nearby United States Naval Academy at 
Annapolis finally had to go aboard to re-establish order. After that, Pope & 
Talbot never sent King Philip on another protracted voyage. They rerigged 
the ship as a bark for better maneuverability on the Pacific coast. Later that 
year, the press reported that “King Philip had just completed her tenth trip 
to Puget Sound and back since January 1st, 1876, and has still some days to 
spare. She has brought to port in that time nearly ten million feet in 
lumber.” The regular run to and from Puget Sound occupied the ship’s days. 


But bad luck continued to trouble King Philip. On January 25, 1878, she 
was leaving empty, or in ballast, from San Francisco. Cast off on the bar by 
her tug without any wind to fill her sails, the ship drifted in the current and 
into the breakers. Both anchors failed to hold, and at five that evening, King 
Philip went ashore. At low tide, the hull was high and dry; sightseers were 
able to walk right up and touch the stranded hulk. By the next day, the ship 
was “immovable” according to press accounts, and the insurance company 
sold the wreck to John Molloy, a local grocer who also speculated on scrap 
and salvage. He blasted the hulk apart with black powder to salvage what 
he could, but the lower hull, set firmly in the sand, remained in place. 
Periodically uncovered by the shifting sands of Ocean Beach, King Philip 
finally disappeared from view in the 1920s, when sand was dumped there to 
build the Great Highway. Six decades later, thanks to the winter storms of 
1982-83, I was introduced to the beached wreck whose story we fleshed out 
from the archives. 


CAPE COD AND THE BARK FRANCES 


My fascination with beached shipwrecks like that of King Philip continued 
through several years and other projects, but my last serious foray with 
them came in September 1987, as part of a team consisting of the National 
Park Service’s Submerged Cultural Resources Unit (ScRU) and the U.S. 
Navy’s Mobile Diving and Salvage Unit One, documenting wreck sites at 
Cape Cod National Seashore. 


More than a thousand ships have come to grief off Cape Cod’s shores, 
and local shipwreck historian Bill Quinn showed us dozens of photos of 
wooden wrecks in eroding dunes and washed up on beaches. But the only 
skeleton we spent any time on was an iron ship that lay just offshore on a 
sandbar in rolling surf. That shipwreck, sitting off Head of the Meadow 
Beach in Truro, Massachusetts, was all that was left of the 120-foot German 
bark Frances. Frances, bound for Boston with a cargo of sugar and tin 
ingots, came to grief on the night of December 26, 1872. The fourteen-man 
crew took to the rigging and was slowly freezing to death as the salt spray 
coated them with ice. 


Fortunately for them, Cape Cod’s reputation as a ships’ graveyard had 
inspired the government to erect lifesaving stations. Because of an average 
of two wrecks each winter month, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts had 
built huts to shelter shipwrecked mariners in 1797. But it was not until 
1871, the year before Frances’s wreck, that the U.S. government had 
assumed responsibility for lifesaving with the creation of the United States 
Life-Saving Service (USLSS). Stations were built on dangerous sections of 
coast, manned around the clock, and lifesavers walked the beaches on patrol 
to spot ships in trouble and sound the alarm. 


A crew of volunteers from Truro, led by Captain Edwin Worthen, keeper 
of the UsLss’s new Highland Lifesaving Station, came to the aid of 
Frances’s crew. Dragging a whaleboat through the dunes and onto the 
beach, the lifesavers braved the surf and being crushed against the 
wallowing steel hull to pluck the freezing men from the rigging. Every soul 
aboard was saved, but the ordeal proved too much for Captain Wilhelm 
Kortling, Frances’s master. He died from the effects of his exposure to the 
cold, three days later. When the surf quieted down, some of the cargo was 
salvaged, and then Frances was left to the sea. But the wreck never broke 
up. Buried periodically by an offshore sandbar, the hulk, as the National 
Seashore’s visitor guide explains, “pokes up occasionally above the Atlantic 
waves and serves as a memorial to the more than 1,000 shipwrecks that 
have occurred along the outer Cape over the past three and a half 
centuries.” 


To get to Frances, we had to walk carefully backwards through the surf, 
then turn around quickly to dive under the waves and swim fast to avoid 
becoming a scuba-clad surfer instead of a diver. I joined my friend and 


colleague, National Park Service (Nps) archaeologist Larry Murphy, on a 
reconnaissance dive. Murphy is a tall, solidly built man whose nickname at 
the time was “Mongo,” in recognition of his size and strength. As we swam 
up to Frances, I was amazed to see that most of the ship was there—not just 
a skeleton. Half buried in the sandbar was the entire iron hull, rising up out 
of the seabed to the decks. We took measurements of the bow and drifted up 
to the intact wooden deck. Holes bashed through the planking showed an 
open space below, which we thought was the forecastle where the crew had 
bunked. Neither Murphy nor I could fit through the holes, so we swam back 
down and headed aft to an open hatch in the deck. The main deck was half 
gone, battered away by the sea or nineteenth-century salvagers who were 
after the cargo of tin ingots. We easily dropped into the hold and were 
rewarded by the sight of a small scatter of ingots. Beyond them was a hole 
in the iron bulkhead that led directly into the forecastle. The light that came 
in through the holes in the deck above us illuminated the scene as the 
pounding of the surf boomed through the iron hull. We both realized that 
few if any had been in this compartment since that night just after 
Christmas 1872. 


The wooden bunks of the German sailors had collapsed, but, as we 
surveyed the room, we spotted a wooden box, half buried in the sand, with a 
hole in the lid. We thought that it might be a sailor’s sea chest, filled with 
his personal belongings, preserved by the sand and ready to reveal its 
secrets to us. Murphy cautiously stuck his hand into the hole to feel around, 
and suddenly yanked his hand back, bellowing through the regulator 
clenched in his teeth. As he waved his right hand frantically, I saw a large 
crab, its claw firmly holding on for the ride. I nearly drowned as I burst out 
laughing, holding my regulator in with my teeth. Larry managed to pull the 
crab off and, nursing his sore but not injured hand, beckoned that it was 
time to go. 


Back on the beach, we were debriefing with the Navy divers, who had 
also been mapping the wreck and who had anchored a small inflatable boat 
over the bow. They had a strange tale to report. As they were swimming 
over the bow, a sudden burst of air bubbles had poured out from inside the 
wreck, and they could swear they heard, muffled through the water, 
alternating screams and shrieks of laughter that had convinced some of 
them that the wreck was haunted. 


The state of preservation of Frances, like that of King Philip, was mirrored 
by what we found on other shipwrecks buried in the sand on other beaches. 
The fact that ships lost on storm-tossed coasts in violent surf conditions did 
not break up into matchsticks was not widely recognized by maritime 
archaeologists. Murphy and I had presented a paper on that topic in 1984, to 
our colleagues at an annual conference in Williamsburg, Virginia, though it 
was ignored in favor of more exciting deep-water discoveries. But the 
evidence we gathered, as well as some of the interesting real-life stories 
behind some of these ships, ultimately showed that you never know where a 
fascinating shipwreck is going to show up, be it buried below high rises in a 
modern city or in a sand dune on a long stretch of coastline. 


CHAPTER TEN 
HEROES UNDER FIRE 


THE COAST OF CUBA 


The long swell of the sea rolls in from the open Caribbean and breaks 
against the steep rocks of the promontory known as El Morro. The coast of 
Cuba, rocky and steep, stretches to the east and the west, defining the 
narrow gap that is the entrance to Santiago Harbor. Rising above the gap 
and the stone-lined terraces carved out of the cliff is the masonry mass of 
Castillo del Morro San Pedro de la Roca, also known, like the promontory it 
dominates, as El Morro. The ancient fortification, first built in the early 
seventeenth century and subsequently rebuilt numerous times to defend 
Santiago from the attacks of pirates and privateers, no longer bristles with 
guns. Fluttering atop its parapets is the flag of Cuba, which has flown here 
for a scant one hundred years in the five centuries since Christopher 
Columbus first circumnavigated the island’s shores and planted a colony. 
For much of Cuba’s history, the banner of Spain flew atop El Morro, though 
the rich harbor and island it claimed were contested by other powers and 
internal rebellions. It was supplanted in 1898, albeit briefly, by the flag of a 
newly awakened imperial power, the United States. 


THE LAST MISSION OF USS MERRIMAC: JUNE 3, 1898 


In February 1898, Cuba’s three-year struggle for independence from Spain 
and fears for American lives and property in Cuba convinced President 
William McKinley to send the battleship Maine to “show the flag.” 
American interest in Cuba—including demands from various quarters for 
the outright takeover of the island—dated back half a century, and Spanish 
officials were highly suspicious of the United States government’s motives 
in sending the Maine to Havana. When Maine mysteriously exploded in 
Havana Harbor on the evening of February 15, suspicions of Spanish 


“treachery,” fanned by the U.S. press, swelled public outrage and led 
Congress to declare war on April n. Volunteers enlisted around the country, 
and soon camps were filled with troops training and assembling to sail to 
Cuba with the slogan: “Remember the Maine and to hell with Spain!” 


The U.S. Navy dispatched a squadron of ships to hit Spain’s fleet in the 
Philippines, and another to both blockade Cuba and counter the Spanish 
naval forces assembled there. But the Americans arrived off Cuba to find an 
enemy who would not come out to fight. The Spanish fleet lay out of reach 
of the American ships inside the harbor of Santiago de Cuba, protected by a 
series of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century forts that Spanish marines and 
sailors had hastily fortified with more modern breech-loading weapons. 
They also had protected the narrow entrance to the harbor with “torpedoes,” 
or mines. The Cape Verde Fleet of the Spanish Navy, under the command of 
Admiral Pascual Cervera y Topete, consisted of four battle cruisers and two 
torpedo boat destroyers. The U.S. Navy’s North Atlantic Squadron was a 
force of two battleships, five cruisers and more than a dozen other vessels, 
commanded by Rear Admiral William T Sampson. Sampson’s forces were 
augmented by a second group of ships, the Flying Squadron (so-called 
because it was intended to be a fast-response group of ships that would 
“fly” to wherever needed), commanded by Commodore Winfield Scott 
Schley. Schley’s squadron of two battleships, three cruisers and the collier 
Merrimac (laden with coal to fuel the other ships) further stacked the odds 
against Cervera. 


The Spanish admiral, a highly respected veteran, knew all too well that 
he was in a hopeless situation. Cervera had already resigned as Spain’s 
Minister of the Marine when his inspections found the Spanish Navy was in 
poor condition, ill-equipped to fight, and ravaged by political machinations 
and corruption. When Spain prepared for war against the United States, he 
returned to uniform out of a sense of duty, but his correspondence with his 
superiors minced no words when he was ordered to sail to Cuba to try and 
break the American naval blockade. “It is impossible for me to give you an 
idea of the surprise and consternation experienced by all on the receipt of 
the order to sail. Indeed, that surprise is well justified, for nothing can be 
expected of this expedition except the total destruction of the fleet or its 
hasty and demoralized return.” His concerns rebuffed, Cervera wrote back: 
“With a clear conscience I go to the sacrifice.” 


To forestall that sacrifice, Cervera kept his fleet in the protected 
anchorage of Santiago Harbor, his guns pointing at the entrance, because 
the large American force was too powerful to confront. The guns protecting 
Cervera and the threat of mines kept the Americans out, but to prevent the 
Spanish fleet from slipping away under cover of darkness, Sampson 
decided to “bottle them up” in the harbor. To do that, he turned to a young 
and eager engineering officer and to the most untrustworthy ship in his 
fleet, the collier Merrimac. 


Merrimac, a four-year-old, British-built collier, was one of Schley’s 
Flying Squadron, though the 333-foot vessel had slowed the fleet to a slow 
crawl across the ocean. Plagued with engine and steering problems, 
Merrimac probably would have been sent home had it not been loaded with 
coal. Merrimac’s crew fueled Schley’s ships by filling bags with coal, 
hoisting them on deck and then slinging them over to whatever warship was 
moored alongside. It was hard, dirty work, not only for the stokers in 
Merrimac’s holds but also the receiving ship, as the thick black coal dust 
clung to everyone and everything. 


Sampson picked the unreliable Merrimac to trap the Spanish fleet in the 
harbor by sinking herself to block the narrow entrance. On May 30, as the 
American fleet assembled off Santiago, Sampson ordered 


Inside El Castillo del Morro de San Pedro de la 

Roca, also known as El Morro, built in the early 
seventeenth century to defend Santiago de Cuba. 
Below these ramparts steamed the collier 


Merrimac in a brave but failed attempt to block 
the harbor entrance. James P. Delgado 


Commodore Schley to prepare Merrimac for the mission. Schley disagreed 
with Sampson. He argued that if the Spanish were trapped inside Santiago 
Harbor, their guns would help to defend the city against the American 
troops preparing to march overland to seize Santiago. Schley thought it 
would be better to lure Cervera out of the protected harbor and destroy him, 
but Sampson reiterated his orders to use “the promptest and most efficient 
use of every means” and sent a bright but untested twenty-seven-year-old 
lieutenant, naval constructor Richmond Pearson Hobson, to ready 
Merrimac for the suicide mission. 


Hobson, who was attached to Sampson’s staff to make observations on 
how well the ships performed after recent work in the Navy Yard (that’s 
what a naval constructor did), was vain, stubborn and eager to prove 
himself. He was also very unpopular with his fellow officers. But he was 
brilliant, and his enthusiasm made him a perfect choice for Sampson. 
Hobson’s plan was to strip Merrimac of “useful gear” and to rig her to sink 
quickly with charges once she was in position immediately inside the 
harbor entrance. There, if the charts were accurate, the 333-foot length of 
the ship would block much of the narrow channel. 


Hobson set ten charges along Merrimac’s hull and connected them to 
electric batteries linked by wire to a central station on the bridge. Crews 
worked in the hot Cuban sun to grease the seacocks (valves in the engine 
room) so that they would open quickly to help flood the ship, and “all 
openings, hatches, manhole covers, etc. were opened.” Hobson had the 
anchors rigged at the bow and stern, near the waterline, to swing the ship 
hard to starboard at the last moment to position her across the channel. As 
Hobson later explained: “The general plan contemplated a minimum crew 
of volunteers ... with the simplest form of duty for each... The anchors 
were to be slung over the sides and held by simple lashings, ready to be cut 
with an ax, a man Stationed at each anchor.” Only two men were to stay 
below, one in the engine room and one in the boiler room. One man was to 
take the wheel and one was to assist with the torpedoes, making in alla 
crew of six. That was not enough, and another man was added. 


Hobson selected his crew from hundreds of volunteers from the fleet. 
Seven men—Randolph Clausen, George Charette, Osborn Deignan, Francis 


Kelly, Daniel Montague, John Murphy and George Phillips—joined 
Merrimac as final preparations were made for an early morning run into the 
harbor on June 3, 1898. 


Merrimac’s last trip started at 3 a.m. Fortunately for Hobson, darkness 
cloaked the collier and the Spanish sentries at El Morro did not spot the 
ship until she was just 2,000 yards from the harbor entrance. The forts and 
batteries opened fire. Associated Press reporter “Chappie” Goode, watching 
from uss New York, reported: “In a few seconds the mouth of Santiago 
Harbor was livid with flames that shot viciously from both banks ... the 
dull sound of the carronade and its fiery light were unmistakable evidences 
of the fierce attack that was being waged on Hobson’s gallant crew.” 
Captain Robley “Fighting Bob” Evans, observing from the bridge of the 
battleship Iowa, said, “It looks like Hell with the lid off!” 


Hobson and his crew, stripped to their underwear to make it easier to 
Swim away when the ship sank, crouched down as shell after shell hit 
Merrimac. Hobson later wrote: “The striking of projectiles and flying 
fragments produced a grinding sound, with the fine ring in it of steel on 
steel. The deck vibrated heavily, and we felt the full effect, lying, as it were, 
full-length on our faces. At each instant it seemed that certainly the next 
would bring a projectile among us ... I looked for my own body to be cut in 
two diagonally, from the hip upward, and wondered for a moment what the 
sensation would be.” 


As Merrimac entered the channel, Hobson found that he could not steer 
the ship. “Our steering gear was gone, shot away at the last moment, and we 
were charging straight down the channel.” Then, as they neared their 
planned position to scuttle the ship, most of the explosive charges failed to 
detonate. Only two out of the ten exploded. Damaged but still afloat, and 
now ablaze, Merrimac drifted deeper into the harbor and directly into the 
line of fire of Cervera’s ships and a gun battery on the shore. More shells 
tore into the collier’s hull. Then came “a blasting shock, a lift, a pull, a 
series of vibrations, and a mine exploded directly beneath.” 


The last blast stopped the ship, and she began “steadily sinking two 
thirds athwart.” Merrimac, stuck at one side of the channel, burned fiercely 
as the wind whipped through the torn hull and decks to fan the coal in the 
hold into a blast furnace. The steel decks began to soften and twist in the 
heat. “The Merrimac gave a premonitory lurch, then staggered to port ina 


death-throe,” said Hobson. “The bow almost fell, it sank so rapidly... the 
stricken vessel now reeled to port... and plunged forward. The stern rose 
and heeled heavily; it stood for a moment, shuddering, and then started 
downward, righting as it went.” 


Incredibly, not one member of Hobson’s crew was killed or even 
seriously injured. Two men were cut by shrapnel, but not badly. As 
Merrimac slipped away beneath them, the eight Americans found 
themselves in the water. A raft from the wreck washed by, and they grabbed 
its ropes and clung alongside, hiding from the bullets of Spanish soldiers 
and marines until the gunfire died away. At daybreak, a steam launch 
approached, searching for survivors. It was the personal craft of Admiral 
Cervera, who had insisted on an inspection of the sunken ship. Hobson and 
his seven men were pulled from the water at Cervera’s order. The Spanish 
admiral turned to Hobson and spoke one word: “Valiente!” 


It was a valiant but a failed mission. Hobson was disheartened, admitting 
Merrimac “did not completely block the channel,” because at the end the 
current had swung the ship from its sideways position and straightened her 
out. Ships could steam past the wreck. But while Hobson and his crew had 
not succeeded, their bravery inspired more than Admiral Cervera. That 
afternoon, Cervera sent a launch out to the American fleet, under a flag of 
truce, to inform Sampson that his men had survived. The news cheered the 
American sailors, while correspondents filed reports for the papers back 
home praising the “gallant Hobson” and Merrimac’s crew. 


The eight Americans, meanwhile, remained prisoners of Spain, lodged in 
cells in the imposing fortress of El Morro. From his cell, Hobson could look 
out each day and see the masts of Merrimac sticking up in the water. He and 
the crew also watched from their cells when the U.S. fleet bombarded El 
Morro to weaken Spanish defenses while American troops waded ashore 
several miles south at Daiquiri and Siboney. Since the Spanish Navy had 
not been neutralized or defeated, the key to American victory was to seize 
Santiago by land. Troops pushed inland, joining Cuban rebels as they 
advanced towards the old city. Tropical disease, heat and tough Spanish 
resistance slowed the American advance, but finally, the outer defenses of 
Santiago were breached. 


The breakthrough occurred on the city’s outskirts at two small forts atop 
Kettle Hill and San Juan Hill, where the volunteer regiment of Rough 


Riders fought their way to victory. They were led into battle by Colonel 
Theodore Roosevelt after the regiment’s commanding officer, Leonard 
Wood, was wounded. This was the beginning of a new phase of Roosevelt’s 
life that would catapult him into the White House within a few years. It was 
also the death knell for Spain’s empire in the Americas, which had been 
whittled down to just Cuba and Puerto Rico. 


That death knell also resounded on the sea. On July 3, Cervera ordered 
his fleet to leave Santiago and make for the high seas. He hoped to outrun 
the Americans, whom he could not outgun, but the waiting U.S. fleet 
opened fire. Over the next few hours, one by one, the Spanish ships died. 
All were sunk, some dying in massive explosions as their magazines 
erupted, while others, torn by shot and shell and on fire, steamed for the 
rocky shore where their crews beached them rather than go down in deeper 
water where the sailors had less of a chance of surviving. Cuban rebels on 
the shore fired on Spanish sailors struggling in the surf, as sharks circled 
and ripped into the wounded men. 


The victorious Americans treated the Spanish wounded, including 
Admiral Cervera, and accorded them the same chivalry that the Spaniards 
had granted to Hobson and his men. The war ended with the Spanish 
surrender outside of Santiago. Surprisingly, the victorious Americans did 
not invite their Cuban allies—in a war ostensibly fought for Cuban 
independence—to attend the negotiations or the surrender. Instead, the 
United States assumed control of Cuba, governing the island until 1903 and 
leaving only after writing a Cuban constitution that granted the U.S. the 
right to militarily intervene in Cuban affairs and a perpetual lease to 
Guantanamo Bay for a naval base. The seeds of Cuban discontent and a 
future revolution were thus sown. 


With the war over, many of its combatants were acclaimed as heroes, 
among them Theodore Roosevelt, Admiral William Sampson, Richmond 
Hobson and the crew ofMerrimac. Hobson gained fame for his exploits and 
his good looks, earning the sobriquet of the “most kiss-able officer in the 
Navy.” He, like Roosevelt, rode his fame into political office. His crew also 
fared well. On November 2, 1899, the seven sailors of Merrimac were 
awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor. Hobson did not receive the 
medal because of a provision barring its award to naval and marine officers. 


It was not until April 29, 1933, that then Congressman Richmond Hobson 
finally received his Medal of Honor from President Franklin D. Roosevelt. 


Our plane drops from the clouds and banks along the line of cliffs that 
define the shores of Cuba’s southeast coast. As we approach Santiago, I 
look out the window and see the walls of El Morro flash below me, then the 
lighthouse, and then we’re down, bouncing on the airstrip that stretches out 
next to the ancient fortress. The Sea Hunters team is here to explore waters 
rarely dived in search of a doomed fleet and one forgotten American collier 
that a century ago had been the talk of a nation. 


We’re in Fidel Castro’s Cuba, with his permission, to dive all of the 
wrecks from the Spanish-Cuban-American War of 1898. We have toured 
Havana and the site of the destruction of Uss Maine, visited the U.S. 
memorial monument to Maine’s dead on the city’s oceanfront drive, the 
Malecon, and interviewed Cuba’s top historians and curators about that war. 
Now The Sea Hunters team heads to Santiago to see the sites: Daiquiri and 
Siboney, where the American troops landed; San Juan Hill, where the 
Rough Riders stormed up to victory; Santa Iphigenia Cemetery, where the 
dead of the battles are buried, and El Morro. Standing on its parapets with 
Mike Fletcher and John Davis, I look down into the narrow harbor mouth at 
the scene of Merrimac’s last mission. The collier would have steamed just a 
few yards away from El Morro’s closest guns and into the mouth of more 
guns that doubtless rained fire into Merrimac’s hull. “It’s a miracle the ship 
made it through with no one killed,” Mike says, and John and I nod in 
agreement. “It will be a miracle if anything has survived in that channel,” 
John says. Looking out at the active shipping, we agree. 


After touring the battlefields and memorials on land, with their 
manicured lawns, statues and bronze plaques offering a distant, cleaned-up 
and sanctified image of that hundred-year-old war, we head out to sea to 
search for Cervera’s sunken fleet. Mike and his son Warren start by diving 
to find the wrecks of the torpedo boat destroyers Pluton and Furor. Their 
shattered and scattered remains litter the steep slope of the seabed, 100 to 
120 feet down. From there, we head to the cruiser Almirante Oquendo. 
Dozens of shells ripped through the cruiser during her final flight and fight, 
and at the end, burning fiercely with more than half of the crew dead, the 
wounded ship hit the rocks near shore and broke in two. Very few men 
made it off Oquendo. Today, the cruiser’s grave is marked by one of its 


large u-inch guns sticking up out of the sea. We follow it down into a 
broken field of debris that only after a careful survey reveals the outlines of 
the ship. 


The wreck of the Spanish cruiser Almirante 
Oquendo, a turret and gun sticking up out of the 
water. She was sunk off Cuba during the 
Spanish-American-Cuban War at the Battle of 
Santiago in 1898. James P. Delgado 


We travel farther down the coast to look at Oquendo’s sister ship, the 
cruiser Vizcaya. Running flat out, Vizcaya slugged it out at near point-blank 
range with Schley’s flagship, uss Brooklyn. The fight ended when Vizcaya’s 
bow exploded as she lined up to either ram Brooklyn or fire a torpedo from 
the tube set into its bow. An American shell detonated the torpedo before 
the Spaniards could fire it. Sinking and ablaze, Vizcaya could no longer 
fight. Wounded and “faint from the loss of blood,” the cruiser’s commander, 
Captain Juan Antonio Eulate, was in the sick bay where he met one of his 
junior officers, Ensign Luis Fajardo. An American shell had torn off one of 
Fajardo’s arms, but he told his captain “he still had one left for his country.” 


Captain Eulate, in his official report of the battle, said: “I immediately 
convened the officers who were nearest... and asked them whether there 
was anyone among them who thought we could do anything more in the 
defense of our country and our honor, and the unanimous reply was that 
nothing more could be done.” As Spaniards, some with their uniforms 
ablaze, leapt screaming from their burning ship into the sea, some men on 
Texas started to cheer their victory until Captain John Philip yelled out, 
“Don’t cheer, boys! These poor devils are dying!” Uss Iowa, commanded by 


Robley Evans, approached next. Evans, incensed that Cuban sharpshooters 
were gunning down Spanish survivors struggling in the surf, sent a boat 
ashore and told the Cubans to stop firing or he would shell them. 


With Mike Fletcher and his son Warren, I drop down into the sea, 
swimming past twisted armor plate and the broken engines of Vizcaya. We 
swim along the hull, punctured here and there by shellfire and the rocks 
where the burning hulk settled. Looming up in the milky sea, washed by the 
surging of the surf that breaks overhead, is the bulk of one of the cruiser’s 
turrets, its u-inch Hontoria cannon still in place but resting on its side in the 
sand. With Mike, I drop down to the narrow gap that the gun passes 
through. The men at these guns died at their posts, heavy shells raining 
down and setting off the powder inside as they raced to load and fire. 
Oquendo’s survivors said that a 350-pound charge of powder exploded from 
a hit on a turret and flashed through it, killing the gun crew laboring inside 
before erupting in a sheet of flame that ripped off the head of a nearby 
officer. Similar scenes of horror played out on Vizcaya. 


I shrug out of my dive vest and tank, and shove them through a narrow 
gap in the armor. Then, kicking and squeezing, I work my body into the 
turret. It is still and dark, as it should be—this is a tomb. Mike follows, and 
we strap our gear back on and carefully float in the enclosed space, filming 
it. We’re probably the first living people to be in here in more than a 
hundred years, and we quietly and respectfully document the turret, 
disturbing its peace only with our lights and air bubbles in order to share the 
story of what happened here with the world. 


Our last dive on Cervera’s fleet is the cruiser Cristobal Colon, scuttled at 
the end of the battle by its crew. After opening the seacocks, they ran Colon 
up on the beach and abandoned ship as the Americans approached. Eager to 
salvage the newly built warship, the U.S. Navy tried to tow Colon off the 
rocks but, flooded and open to the sea, the cruiser sank in 100 feet of water. 
The sea is clear and calm, and as we descend down into the deep, the wreck 
of Colon is laid out before us, with gear on the decks and railings on ladders 
leading into the darkness of the cruiser’s hull. Flicking on our lights, we 
cannot resist the siren call of the secrets within the hull. We drift into a 
magazine half filled with mud and open to the seabed outside thanks to a 
large hole blasted through the side. Sticking out of the mud are rows of 
shells, still live and deadly a century after Colon’s demise. Passing out of 


the hole, we follow the hull, now festooned with marine life and growth that 
make the steel hulk a beautiful artificial reef, a haven to countless fish. The 
warm, sunlit waters have granted new life to Cristobal Colon and helped 
lay to rest some of her ghosts. As we surface, we agree that the time has 
come to find the elusive wreck of Merrimac. 


SEARCHING FOR USS MERRIMAC 


Our boat pushes past the fortress of El Morro, following the track of 
Merrimac’s final run. Richmond Hobson published a book about the 
mission in 1899, and with it in hand, we’re following the course he plotted 
in its pages to where the wreck should lie. Discussions with our Cuban 
hosts have given us hope. There is indeed a wreck near the spot, but it is a 
battered hulk that harbor authorities blasted around 1976 to clear the 
shipping channel. Now it may just be a pile of debris that we will have a 
difficult time proving was the famous collier. Getting permission to dive in 
this forbidden zone has also proved challenging, but the Cuban authorities, 
interested in learning just what lies there, and wanting all of the story told, 
have given their okay. 


With five Cuban divers, we suit up—mvyself, Mike and Warren— and 
drop into the dark green water at slack tide. Even so, the current is strong, 
and we hang on to the weighted line we dropped earlier and follow it down. 
The water is dirty with silt, and we cannot see our hands in front of our 
faces. It gets darker, closing in, grayer, verging on black . . . and then 
suddenly, 30 feet from the bottom, the water clears dramatically. Below us 
is the mangled stern of a large steel ship. We trace the stern and find the 
rudder, knocked free of its mounts and resting against the hull. We follow it 
to the bottom and find the propeller. Mike shines the light on it, pointing out 
that one of its blades is missing — and it looks like it was shot away. 


We continue on, under the overhang of the hull, past steel plating that 
dangles from the hull, and up onto the deck. I swim back to the stern and 
look into a tangle of debris. Lying in there is the ship’s steering gear, and it, 
too, looks as if it was hit by gunfire. Gouges and broken steel castings 
provide evidence of a tremendous blow, and I’m reminded, floating and 


kicking against the current, of Hobson’s account of how Merrimac’ stern 
was hit by gunfire and lost her ability to steer. 


My excitement grows as we drift with the current along the deck, 
moving towards the bow. The decks of the wreck are laid out exactly as on 
Merrimac’s plans, with large coal holds, scuttles and ventilators, and the 
mounts for the ship’s two masts each lying between pairs of coal holds. 
This has to be Merrimac. I grin with my regulator clenched in my teeth and 
turn to Mike with a “high five” sign. The centrally located superstructure is 
badly mangled, the bridge smashed and gone, but, lying in the debris, I see 
a broken Champagne bottle. It’s too perfect, I think. We know that just 
before they headed in, Hobson and his crew drank a toast in a melodramatic 
moment, and I wonder if this is their bottle. It could have been tossed in 
years later from a passing ship, but just the same, I wonder. 


Nearby are pairs of the ship’s davits used to launch Merrimac’s boats, 
again situated exactly where the plans indicate they should be. Shell holes 
in the decks are graphic evidence of heavy fire. One shell hole penetrates 
the deck on the starboard side of No. 3 hold, at an angle that suggests it was 
fired from an elevation off the ship’s starboard quarter, so presumably from 
El Morro just after Merrimac cleared the harbor entrance and was 
proceeding in. 


Swimming forward, we find that the charges lowered into the water by 
the Cubans in 1976 have torn the hull down to below the waterline at the 
bow, scattering steel fragments along the seabed. And yet, buried in the 
mud, is the forward anchor. Concealed by silt with only one shank exposed, 
it is connected to the mangled stem by thick anchor chain. Later, Warren 
Fletcher finds the stern anchor above the silt off the ship’s starboard side, 
tightly held by chain, suggesting that instead of being shot away, as Hobson 
suspected, it had jammed and remained suspended alongside the hull when 
Merrimac sank. We also find two rows of anchor chain, partially buried in 
the buckled plating and sediment that covers the deck, running from the 
bow to the stern, exactly the way that Hobson described how his crew had 
rigged it. 


We can find no definitive evidence of damage from the scuttling charges, 
though a hole and damage to the port quarter conceivably could be related 
to the charge that Hobson placed there. The hull is set into the silt of the 
harbor bottom to a level above the waterline, and our limited time on each 


dive does not allow for a comprehensive survey of the side of the hull to see 
if there is blasting damage. But we do see other damage that testifies to 
Merrimac’s end—and that demonstrates dramatically why Merrimac’s crew, 
like the men in the Spanish ships who fought through flame and shot— 
deserve the honor of being called heroes. The decks are warped and twisted 
from the intense heat of the fires that burned through Merrimac’ coal for an 
hour. Reaching into the torn hull, I pull out chunks of coal that laboratory 
analysis later shows are “coked” as a result of the fire. 


There is nothing pretty about war, and when the pomp and ceremony and 
the glamour are stripped away, what is left, so visibly on this wreck and on 
the shattered hulks of Cervera’s sunken fleet, is harsh evidence of the 
intensity of battle, the costs of war, and the strength of character and love of 
country that inspires people to sail into harm’s way to fight for a cause or to 
defend what they hold dear. As we surface from the muddy grave of 
Merrimac, I think of how raw and untouched this undersea battlefield is 
compared to the museum-like setting of San Juan Hill and its cleaned-up, 
memorialized and glorified view of war. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
HITLER’S ROCKETS 


NEAR NEUSTADT, GERMANY 


More than 400 feet beneath the Harz Mountains of Germany, we trudge 
through darkness, climbing over fallen rock and twisted metal, splashing 
through pools of stagnant scummy water. The darkness is as thick and 
oppressive as the silence that fills the tunnel. We interrupt both with flashes 
of light and the sound of our footsteps as we work our way deeper into the 
mountain. The chamber stretches on into blackness, and we can’t help 
feeling some dread as we continue into what we know once was literally the 
depths of hell itself. 


Ahead of us lie 12 miles of tunnels and subterranean galleries, hewn 
from the rock by slave laborers. Hastily constructed by the Third Reich in 
the wake of the unrelenting Allied air war against Hitler’s Germany, this 
underground complex was once part of the Nazi concentration camp 
system. Buried deep within the mountain was a factory where inmates built 
jet engines and assembled v-1 and v-2 rockets. Abandoned by the Germans 
in April 1945, the complex was sealed shut in 1948 and disappeared behind 
the Iron Curtain, because it was in the Russian occupation zone. 


Since 1964, the area above the former KZ (Konzentrationslager— 
concentration camp) Mittelbau-Dora has been the site of a memorial, and in 
1974 a museum was built on the grounds. The barracks, guard towers and 
barbed wire are gone—only broken concrete foundations, cracked and 
rutted streets, and the crematorium on the hill that rises above the camp are 
grim reminders of what happened here. But below the surface, inside the 
mountain, lies a moment trapped in time. To access that stark, unmitigated 
evidence of evil and suffering, a reunified Germany completed a new 500- 
foot tunnel that cut into Kohnstein Mountain in order to reopen some of the 
underground complex for visitors. Only 5 per cent of the tunnels are open to 
the public because when the Russians blasted it closed in 1948, they 
brought down rock and portions of the concrete and metal that divided the 


tunnels into a multilevel factory. Postwar quarrying of the mountain above 
also cracked and loosened the rock, so the tunnels are dangerous. Large 
rocks fall without warning, and some galleries, once open, are now choked 
shut. To move deeper into the mountain, and back into the untouched past, 
we are wearing the rig of hard-rock miners as we climb, slip and slide over 
huge boulders, gravel and mud. Even so, at least a third of the complex lies 
sealed beneath cold water that has seeped in and flooded the tunnels, along 
with their assembly lines, workshops and offices. 


It’s December, and outside, the temperature is well below freezing, with 
snowflakes dancing in the wind. Inside the mountain, the temperature 
hovers just above freezing. Our breath fogs as we haul our dive equipment 
deep into the heart of the mountain. We will be among the first to slip 
beneath the water and explore the flooded depths of Mittelbau-Dora. Our 
goal is to venture into some of its forgotten rooms and bring back film 
footage to share with the world. 


Our Sea Hunters team is now a close-knit band of brothers in the field, 
underwater, underground, on the decks of ships and in the studio. Producer 
and team leader John Davis, chief diver Mike Fletcher, his son Warren, our 
second underwater cameraman, Marc Pike and soundman John Rosborough 
make up the core team. Guided by our colleagues Dr. Willi Kramer, Torsten 
Hess (curator of KZ Mittelbau-Dora) and a mine safety engineer, we find 
ourselves in a unique situation, diving into the depths of a flooded 
underground concentration camp to see what untouched evidence remains 
of Nazi crimes against humanity. Dr. Kramer, who is with Germany’s 
Department of Monuments and Culture, is the chief underwater 
archeologist for Northern Germany and the government’s only underwater 
archeologist to work with Germany’s hydrographic office and the military. 
That assignment has included diving to explore sunken warships and U- 
boats, downed aircraft and subterranean chambers. Willi was the first to 
dive here, and now he leads us into the darkness. 


I turn to John Davis and say, “This looks like one of the rings of hell.” 
He replies, “Dante couldn’t have imagined this.” He’s right. The dark, the 
cold, the silence and the overwhelming sense of the horrors that took place 
here engulf us as we travel deeper into the tunnels. 


ROCKETS FOR THE REICH 


The achievement of the age-old dream of human flight in the early 
twentieth century spawned a new dream of flight into space. Scientists in 
various countries experimented to perfect rocket designs through the 1920s 
and ’30s, with varying levels of success. In 1932, the new Nazi government 
set up a rocket program. Among the scientists who joined that program was 
Wernher von Braun, who, with full funding and Wermacht (Army) support, 
developed a series of rockets: the Al, A2 and a3. The Germans built and 
tested these first rockets at an artillery range outside Berlin. By 1935, they 
needed a new facility. 


The island of Usedom, on the Baltic coast at the mouth of the Peene 
River, proved to be the ideal locale. Known as Peenemiinde, this new test 
center, developed by both the Wermacht and the Luftwaffe (Air Force), 
opened in May 1937. There, in isolation, von Braun and his team began the 
design and testing of a new rocket, the a4. That weapon, designed to be a 
long-distance combat rocket, would later become notorious as the feared v- 
2. But the testing of the A4 was plagued by problems, because its twenty 
thousand individual parts required meticulous assembly. As the Germans 
worked to improve the range and targeting of the A4, they also took steps to 
simplify its construction on an assembly line. 


The first successful launch of an A4 rocket came only after Germany lost 
the Battle of Britain and at Hitler’s urging, as he wanted results after years 
of costly development and tests. On October 3, 1942, an A4 roared off the 
pad. The space age had begun, but with a deadly purpose. Hitler demanded 
that five thousand rockets be built for a mass attack on London. At the same 
time, the rocket scientists had designed a smaller but also deadly weapon, 
the Fi 103, later designated the v-1, to attack Britain. These small winged 
rockets were the world’s first cruise missiles. 


The “V” designation came from Nazi propaganda minister Joseph 
Goebbels, who called the rockets Vergeltungwaffe (vengeance weapons). 
The v-2, a single-stage rocket, was 46 feet long, weighed 14 tons, carried a 
one-ton payload (two-thirds of which was the explosive charge) and 
traveled at a maximum velocity of 3,600 miles per hour, with a range of 200 
miles. Facilities for constructing the rockets were built at Peenemiinde, 
using prisoners from concentration camps as workers. The first assembly 


lines to build v-1 rockets started up in July 1943, and in early August, a 
new line was added to build v-2s. First fired at Paris in early September 
1944, v-2s were also fired at London and Antwerp. In all, out of 4,600 v-2s 
built, the Nazis fired about 3,200 in anger, most of them, despite popular 
belief, not at London but at Antwerp. The v-1 and v-2 rocket barrage 
against the Allies killed about five thousand people. Ironically, four times as 
many—nearly twenty thousand—died in slave labor camps constructing the 
rocket facilities and making the weapons themselves. 


Located in the middle of Germany near the town of Nordhausen, about 
35 miles from the infamous Buchenwald concentration camp, the Dora 
labor camp (later Mittelbau-Dora) became the primary center for the 
manufacture of v-1 and v-2 rockets after Allied bombing raids struck 
Peenemitinde in August 1943. The bombers did not cause extensive damage, 
but Peenemiinde’s work was not a secret and it was vulnerable to further 
attack. Production and assembly of the rockets was taken over by the 
dreaded SS, which decided to relocate rocket production to underground 
factories built and manned by slave laborers from concentration camps. In 
late August 1943, the ss established a sub-camp of Buchenwald in an 
underground fuel storage facility at Kohnstein. A series of tunnels, 
originally excavated in the mountain for a gypsum mine, became the basis 
for a massive underground factory known as the Mittelwerk. 


While scientific research and testing continued under von Braun at 
Peenemiinde, the underground camp and complex were being hacked out of 
rock to serve as the primary production facilities for both the v-1 and v-2 
rockets. From late August 1943 through to the end of the year, prisoners 
from Buchenwald lived in the tunnels, drilling, blasting and hauling rock in 
grueling twelve-hour shifts in the midst of incessant noise, dark and damp 
conditions that killed thousands. Jean Michel, a French resistance leader 
arrested by the Gestapo, who arrived at the Dora complex on October 14, 
1943, described his first day as “terrifying”: 


The Kapos [prisoner bosses] and ss drive us on at an infernal 
speed, shouting and raining blows down on us, threatening us 
with execution, the demons! The noise bores into the brain and 
shears the nerves. The demented rhythm lasts for fifteen hours. 
Arriving at the dormitory [in the tunnels]... we do not even try to 


reach the bunks. Drunk with exhaustion, we collapse onto the 
rocks, onto the ground. Behind, the Kapos press us on. Those 
behind trample over their comrades. Soon, over a thousand 
despairing men, at the limit of their existence and racked with 
thirst, lie there hoping for sleep which never comes; for the shouts 
of the guards, the noise of the machines, and explosions and the 
ringing of the bell reach them even there. 


The prisoners worked twenty-four hours a day in alternating twelve-hour 
shifts. Tiers of wooden bunks in the dripping wet chambers served as their 
sleeping quarters, with oil drums cut in two serving as toilets. Very little 
water was available, save that which wept from the rocks and soaked 
everyone. Disease broke out and added to the death toll caused by 
overwork, falling rock and exhaustion. In such hellish conditions, the 
casualties were high. French historian Andre Sellier, himself a former 
inmate of the complex, documented the arrival of 17,535 inmates between 
August 1943 and April 1944. In that period, 5,882 either died and were 
cremated in the ovens at the complex or Buchenwald, or were 
“transported.” Those prisoners too ill or too injured to work were shipped to 
Bergen-Belsen and the Majdanek camps in “liquidation transports.” As new 
inmates kept arriving, the death toll grew higher. In all, some 26,500 died at 
Dora, according to Sellier’s research: 15,500 in the camp or on “transports,” 
and 11,000 at the end of the war, when the ss marched many survivors out 
of the camp and most of those unfortunates were killed. 


The prisoners at Dora were for the most part prisoners of war— Russians 
and Poles—as well as French resistance fighters, German prisoners of 
conscience, political prisoners and, later in the war, Jews and Gypsies, who 
were singled out for particularly brutal treatment by the ss. Other 
nationalities also joined the ranks of Dora’s inmates. After Italy’s 
withdrawal from the Axis, the Germans turned on their former allies with a 
vengeance. A group of Italian officers, sent to Dora to work as slave 
laborers, balked at entering the tunnels, so the Germans shot them all. A 
Greek inmate, Anton Luzidis, spoke for all the prisoners at the end of the 
war when he testified: “The meaning of Dora was fright. I cannot find the 
proper words to characterize the conditions there. If often happened to me 
that I asked myself whether I was still alive in the world, or whether I was 
brought into this hell after my decease.” 


Production of Dora’s first rockets began in January 1944 when the 
prisoners started work on v-2s. That same month, 679 prisoners died in the 
camp. By August 1944, work had started on the first v-1 rockets in the 
tunnels and the death toll of prisoners mounted. The v-1 factory was set up 
by the ss and their industrial partners in the manufacture of the weapon, 
Volkswagen. By March 1945, reacting against what they termed “sabotage,” 
which could be something as simple as using a piece of scrap leather to 
make a belt to hold up a pair of pants that had grown too large because of 
starvation, the ss began rounding up inmates and hanging them in groups 
from the cranes in the underground factory. The executions increased in the 
last month of the camp’s operation. When American forces began closing 
in, the ss evacuated the civilian support workers and the last remaining 
rocket scientists. Most of the inmates were shipped out to other camps for 
liquidation, while thousands were “death-marched” in the snow. At a barn 
in nearby Gardelegen, the ss locked 1,050 prisoners in a barn, set it on fire 
and machine-gunned those who made it out of the burning building. Only 
thirty-four men made it out alive. 


The ss abandoned the camp on April 4, 1945, and the U.S. Army 
liberated Dora and its tunnels seven days later. Several hundred starving, 
dying inmates, all that remained of the approximately sixty thousand slave 
laborers who had filled the camp and built the rockets, greeted them. The 
Americans, well aware of the scientific and military value of the German 
rocket program, removed the parts of about a hundred v-2 rockets from the 
tunnels before the Russians arrived in July, because the camp and complex 
were within the recently established Russian zone of occupation. In October 
1946, the Russians, too, removed rocket parts and equipment and shipped 
them to the Soviet Union. The Russians tried to destroy the tunnels with 
explosives but could not complete the job. In the summer of 1948, they 
blasted the entrances to the tunnels to seal them, supposedly forever. 


PEENEMUNDE 


The Sea Hunters visit to Germany starts with a visit to Peenemiinde, which, 
like Dora, was once locked away behind the Iron Curtain and was 
inaccessible, due to its use as a Soviet and East German fighter base. 
Peenemiinde sits on the Baltic coast, at the end of long, low, sandy 


peninsula, surrounded by shallow marshes on one side and the open Baltic 
on the other. The cold wind blowing off the sea chills us to the bone as we 
drive through the largely intact base. Decades of harsh life under 
communist rule meant that little changed here, and as we pass fences and 
grim brick and concrete buildings, it is easy to imagine Peenemitinde “in its 
prime” as a top-level Nazi base. It is a surreal moment made all the more so 
when we visit the former Luftwaffe airfield on our way to the rocket- 
launching sites. 


As locked gates swing open, we drive past rows of bunkers, their huge 
blast doors hanging open, and rows of deteriorating East German MiG-21 
and MiG-23 jets. Until 1989, this was part of the vast Soviet bloc, a 
potential foe that we were prepared to fight, and these aircraft were here to 
shoot down our planes in the event of war. The fall of the Berlin Wall, the 
end of the German Democratic Republic, the reunification of Germany and 
the unraveling of the Soviet Union are such recent events that I shake my 
head in wonder as our vehicle speeds through the abandoned air base. Not 
too many years ago, my presence here with a camera would have resulted in 
a death sentence, just as it would have sixty years earlier when this was the 
heart of Hitler’s rocket program. 


We stop first at the buckled concrete rails of the v-1 test firing range. 
Blasted and ruined by the Soviets in 1945, the collapsed bunkers and 
broken concrete look innocuous, and at the same time simple. Yet the 
weapon perfected here, and manufactured in the thousands at Dora, 
wrought enormous devastation and terrorized the skies of free Europe and 
England. Before I left Vancouver on this trip, my museum’s board chair told 
me about his childhood just outside London. The memory of “doodlebugs” 
or “buzz bombs” as the British called the v-1, were still a source of both 
terror and anger to him. “You could here them coming,” he told me, “and as 
long as you could hear them, it was alright.” Only when the rocket motor 
cut off would the v-1 plummet to earth and explode. That’s when you ran 
and hoped you were outside the blast zone. I think of him and the memories 
he still carries of these missiles as I gaze out at the now peaceful Baltic 
from the lip of the v-1 launch track. 


From here, we drive into a forest and park next to a mound of broken 
brick, glass and twisted steel that was once the assembly building for v-2s 
at Priifstande (test stand) 7. Blasted flat by the Soviets after the war, it 


towered above the plain to house an upright rocket before it was rolled out 
on rails to its launch platform and the actual test stand. Nestled inside an 
earthwork that still rings the launch site, the firing position is now a 
forested glade pockmarked by bombs and designated by a small granite 
marker. Here, humans first reached beyond the skies into space, but any 
thrill connected to standing at this monument to the beginnings of the space 
age is tempered by the grim reality of the evil that drove the invention of 
these rockets and the horrific human cost of their development and use. We 
pick our way carefully through the site, closed to public for the very good 
reason that many unexploded bombs still lie here. 


Our next stop is a lagoon. Frozen by the winter’s cold, it grips the 
protruding remains of a Lancaster bomber. As we slowly trek out across the 
ice, pulling our dive gear in a sled behind us, we talk about the raid that 
blasted Peenemiinde and led to the creation of Dora. On the night of August 
17-18, 1943, a force of 596 bombers set out to hit Peenemiinde. In all, 560 
bombers made it in, dropping 1,800 tons of bombs that hit the concentration 
camp and the scientists’ housing project as well as the liquid oxygen plant 
and the rocket-launching facilities. A diversionary strike at Berlin drew off 
German fighters at first, but the Germans caught on and joined with 
antiaircraft crews on the ground to shoot down forty of the attacking 
bombers. Sam Hall, who was in one of the bombers, recalls that “after we’d 
bombed, the mid-upper gunner said, There’s a fighter coming in! It’s got a 
Lane, it’s got another, it’s got another!’ Three Lancasters were going down 
in flames. You didn’t waste too much time thinking about it.” Wilkie 
Wanless, in another bomber, remembered after the war that “They shot 
down a lot of aircraft from the Canadian Group in the last wave... Very few 
got out in the dark. At 4,000 or 5,000 feet your chances of getting out are 
slim.” 


No one got out of the Lancaster that we’re approaching. One of our 
German guides tells us that this bomber came in burning, hit the shallow 
lagoon and cartwheeled as it exploded into pieces. Some of these pieces are 
sticking up out of the ice. Willi Kramer and I identify one as part of the tail 
of the Lancaster. Lying flat on the ice and wiping it with our gloved hands, 
we can make out the tail fins and the unmistakable outline of holes punched 
by cannon fire through the metal. John Davis and Mike Fletcher, 
meanwhile, outline and then start cutting a hole through the ice as Warren 


Fletcher gears up and prepares the video cameras. The ice proves to be 6 
inches thick. After John finishes cutting the hole, both Fletchers drop into 
the icy water but find themselves only chest deep. This is a shallow, muddy 
pond. Dropping down, wedged between mud and ice, they slowly survey 
the wrecked aircraft as we stand on the ice above their blurred outlines and 
the tracks of their bubbles that form beneath our feet. 


Much of the plane is remarkably well preserved, albeit broken. The crew 
did not make it out, but the Germans recovered their bodies and buried 
them. What Mike and Warren find is battle-torn aluminum, original paint 
and what appears to be the barrels of the tail gunner’s machine gun, stuck 
fast in the mud, as Warren squeezes inside the tail section. Cold, constricted 
and seemingly frozen in time as well as into the ice, the downed Lancaster 
is a shallow but difficult dive into the past. It is also a fitting introduction to 
the dives that await all of us at Dora. 


DIVING INSIDE A MOUNTAIN 


Our long trek into Dora’s depths takes us to a side tunnel and to the half- 
flooded Gallery 44, where starving inmates built v-1 rockets. Not only is 
the gallery flooded, but its upper level, supported by steel beams and a 
concrete floor, has collapsed into the water. Our lights pick out the shapes 
of broken slabs and half-crushed rockets beneath the water, which lies one 
to nine feet deep over the mounded debris along the flooded, 30-foot wide, 
500-foot-long gallery. The far end is sealed off, buried by a cascade of rock 
when the ceiling collapsed. The water is cold and has a sharp metallic 
smell. A faint scum of rust and oil slicks the surface. 


I’m glad that I am sitting this dive out, watching Mike and Warren as 
they suit up to take an hour-long snorkel, floating along the surface to film 
what lies below them. The flooded gallery is so filled with silt and rust that 
we are keeping our presence in the water to a minimum to avoid Stirring it 
up so the divers can capture the best images possible. The cameras record 
stacks of v-1 wings and rocket bodies and a stack of gyrocompasses that 
would have been assembled in the noses of rockets to guide them to their 
targets. Tumbled workbenches and tables, equipment, and signs painted on 
machines and walls—warnings to do not touch this and to go in that 


direction—show not only the assembly line but a little of what life was like 
here. 


John Davis gives a hand to Mike Fletcher as he 
climbs out of one of the water-filled tunnels of 
Dora. James P. Delgado 


We have time for only one other dive, this one in a flooded chamber. It’s 
my turn to join Mike and Warren, and I quickly dress in the half-darkness, 
pulling on a thick fleece undergarment and the dense shell of my dry suit. 
The rubber seals at my throat and wrists will close the suit off from the 
freezing water. I pull on my weight belt and tank, rigging my equipment 
tightly against my body to keep the hoses from dragging or catching once 
I’m inside the tight confines of the flooded room. A neoprene hood leaves 
only part of my face exposed, and my breath fogs and clouds the inside of 
my face mask. I’m already chilled as I gear up next to a black mold- 
covered, slimy piece of canvas that once curtained off this gallery as 
workers painted v-1 rocket bodies. My natural instinct is to not want to 
touch anything. 


Mike and Warren go first, disappearing through a hole and into the 
darkness. I follow, feet first. The cold, even through the suit, is a shock. 
John Davis watches from above, and on my last glimpse of him through the 
oil-slicked surface of the hole, I see concern on his face. He should be 
worried. The three of us are entering a tight dark space that could collapse 
and bury us. Electric wires and lights still dangle from the ceiling, reaching 


out to snag us. Rust and silt, dislodged by our bubbles, filter down through 
the water and black out the light and our visibility. There’s only one way 
out, through what now seems to be a tiny hole, and leaving it behind as we 
work our through the murky, dark water, takes resolve. 


I’m spurred on by what I see. A coffee cup sits on the top of a desk, and 
a book rests nearby. Drawers, some half open, are filled with tools. Paint 
still covers the walls, and as I gaze up at the ceiling above me, the lights 
still hang from their wires, with unbroken bulbs inside the metal shades. As 
I swim forward through this dark, flooded room, I find Mike and Warren 
poised at a doorway that leads into another room. The door, on a sliding 
track, is half closed. 


Mike gently reaches out and slides the door open. Slowly and carefully, 
we glide inside. The room is small and crowded. Tools and equipment lie 
exactly where they were left by the concentration camp inmates who 
worked in this hellhole. Like the coffee cup and the tools in the other room, 
the condition of this workshop is a reminder that we’re the first to enter this 
space since April 1945. Due to the cold water, everything is preserved in a 
near deep freeze, and we feel the chill, not only of temperature but of the 
feeling that comes from the sense of encountering a tragic past. I can almost 
feel the presence of the ss and the inmates. 


Our dives inside the mountain, into the flooded heart of Dora, provide a 
good understanding of what else may lie in other submerged chambers. The 
flooded rooms seem to be far better preserved than the dry portions of the 
tunnels, with a chance that even paper has survived—as evidenced by our 
spotting a book. The flooding of Dora was sudden but not catastrophic. The 
loss of electrical power and the shutdown of the pumps allowed the seeping 
water to build up and engulf the lower sections, perhaps not too long after 
the last of the inmates and the ss abandoned the underground workshops 
and factories in April 1945. Some areas may have even escaped the notice 
of the teams of American and later Russian searchers who scoured this 
complex for the secrets of the Nazi rocket program. 


A stack of V-1 rocket gyrocompasses lie on the 
floor of the tunnels of Dora, abandoned as Nazi 
Germany collapsed at the end of World War II. 
James P. Delgado. 


The Dora museum, which manages the site of the camp, with its 
surviving barracks building and crematorium, ss bunker and numerous 
foundations, as well as the 5 per cent of the underground facilities open to 
visitors, preserves this place as a reminder of what happened here. The 
focus is not on the rockets but on the people who paid the price for those 
incredible yet terrible technological achievements. The museum’s library is 
full of survivor accounts, interviews and archives about the Nazi system of 
camps as a means to eliminate people. After we exit the caves, we stand for 
a moment in the clear night air, gazing up at the swollen moon, breathing in 
the fresh air to cleanse the stench of Dora from our lungs and to savor the 
freedom of being out of those dark confined spaces. 


Such is the power of a place like this, which is why we are visiting Dora 
to document its flooded and forgotten chambers. This place is more than a 
museum. It is a mirror that we must hold up to ourselves as a reminder of 
the worst that we as a species are capable of. As a child, I watched the 
astronauts with wonder when humanity first reached for the stars. I thrilled 
with countless others as men walked on the moon. But the roots of that 
triumph lie here, down in the darkness. 


On our last night, I stroll through the nearby village of Neustadt with 
soundman John Rosborough. It’s the Christmas festival, and we walk 


among booths filled with crafts and sample steaming hot mulled red wine. 
The stars glisten in the night sky, people are bundled up, buying presents 
and filled with delight. It seems too cheerful in the presence of the grim 
history we have seen today. And yet I know, from visiting Dora’s museum, 
that every one of this village’s schoolchildren has, since 1954, visited that 
camp, and since 1995, has ventured into the tunnels. They have encountered 
the relics of a horrific past, like many Germans who are facing their history. 
They, like the survivors of the camp—the Russian, Polish, French, Dutch, 
Jewish, Greek, Gypsy and German inmates who built the rockets in the 
depths of Mittelbau-Dora—live every day with the memory of those times. 


A new generation of Germans is preserving the past in an effort to learn 
from it and to ensure that it is never repeated. I think about that as I sit in 
Neustadt’s tiny church, surrounded by villagers raising their voices in song. 
As carols fill the air, I am reminded by those words of peace and love of the 
duality of the human heart. That gives me hope, even as I continue to be 
haunted by what I saw in the depths of the mountain. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
THE LAST GERMAN CRUISER 


MAS A TIERRA ISLAND OFF CHILE: MARCH 13, 1914 


Kapitan zur See Fritz Emil von Ltidecke listened carefully as Leutnant 
Arnold Boker, standing rigidly at attention and breathless from his dash to 
the bridge, reported that he had sighted a British cruiser approaching their 
position. Turning his binoculars to the horizon, Ltidecke could make out the 
silhouette of the cruiser, black smoke from its funnels staining the morning 
sky. The enemy was heading straight for his position. The game was up 
after 21,000 nautical miles, two major sea battles and seven months of war. 
The German warship Dresden was trapped: her engines and boilers were 
worn out and her coal nearly gone, and the ship lay at anchor after three 
months of playing a game of hide-and-seek with the British. 


Even as Liidecke ordered the alarm to call the men to quarters, the 
smoke of another British ship appeared on the horizon, this one from the 
opposite direction. Then Liidecke spotted the smoke of a third ship. Sharp 
whistle blasts ordered the crew to muster on the deck, but not at their battle 
stations. Dresden was, after all, off the coast of Chile in neutral waters, and 
was Safe. The British could not take any hostile action against them. 


Liidecke watched in shock as a salvo of shells passed over Dresden and 
hit the steep cliffs off the starboard side. Another salvo screamed through 
the air, and this time the shells ripped into Dresden’s stern, mangling steel 
and men and sending a sheet of fire across the deck. Dresden’s gunners 
fired off three shots before British gunfire smashed the ship’s guns at the 
stern, but Liidecke’s men were not at their stations. Most of them were 
piling into boats and leaping overboard, heading for shore on their captain’s 
orders. With three British warships closing in, this was a fight Liidecke 
knew he could not win. 


The British cruisers circled the helpless German ship and kept pumping 
shells into the burning wreck. One witness later reported that the shells 


burst inside Dresden “with a sound like subterranean thunder.” Flames were 
licking at two of the magazines, where what was left of the ammunition was 
stored, and Liidecke knew he had to act. The enemy must not seize his ship. 
With what crew he had left, he had to open the ship’s valves, set explosive 
charges and sink Dresden. That meant fighting through the fires and the 
smashed passageways to go below into the torn and broken hull. He also 
had to rescue the last men trapped in the burning hulk and take off the dead 
and wounded from the sinking ship. 


To buy time, Ltidecke hoisted a signal calling for a cease-fire and 
surrender negotiations, and sent Oberleutnant zur See Wilhelm Canaris, in 
Dresden’s pinnace, over to HMS Glasgow. Glasgow ignored the signal, as 
did the cruiser HMs Kent. Captain Luce of Glasgow listened to the German 
officer’s protests over the violation of Chilean sovereignty and replied that 
his orders were to sink Dresden and leave the rest to the diplomats. As the 
two men argued, Glasgow closed in and continued to pump shells into 
Dresden, raking the hull and sending debris flying. 


Then, in a massive roar that shot out of the port side of the bow, Dresden 
shuddered as Liidecke’s scuttling charge detonated inside the No. 1 
magazine. The forward casemate and its heavy guns blew out, and the bow 
was half torn off, leaving the rest of the hull open to the sea. It was 10:45 
a.m. 


At 11:15 a.m., Dresden’s bow slipped beneath the surface of Cumberland 
Bay. Striking the seabed, the bow twisted and tore free as Dresden rolled to 
starboard. The ship was twice as long as the bay was deep, so instead of the 
stern rising dramatically into the air, the cruiser settled slowly by the stern. 
The shivering crew huddled on the beach and cheered a final explosion 
from a second scuttling charge deep within the engine room. Their ship, 
they felt, had died an honorable death, sunk by its crew rather than falling 
into enemy hands at the end of a long and eventful voyage. British sailors 
on Glasgow cheered, their ship’s last shots insuring not just that the German 
cruiser sank but also exacting vengeance for the loss of British ships and 
sailors the last time their fleet had encountered Dresden. 


THE LONG ODYSSEY OF DRESDEN 


Built at the Hamburg yard of Blohm und Voss, which launched the half- 
completed hull in October 1907 and delivered it to the German Navy a year 
later, the 4,268-ton, 388-foot Kleine Kreuzer (small cruiser) Dresden was 
built to be a fast raider on the high seas rather than a rugged warrior built to 
slug it out with other warships. Modeled after the successful Confederate 
commerce raiders of the American Civil War, Dresden’s job was to range 
the oceans, seeking out the enemy’s merchant fleet and sending its 
commerce to the bottom. Dresden’s steam turbines and four propellers 
drove the cruiser at speeds up to 25.2 knots. The cruiser carried ten 4-inch 
guns and eight smaller semiautomatic rapid-fire 2-inch guns, and could fire 
torpedoes from two tubes. If all else failed, or if they needed to save 
ammunition, the crew could ram and sink a ship with the huge cast-steel 
ram built into the bow. 


Troubles in the Caribbean, particularly a civil war in Mexico, where 
rebels fought to overthrow the despotic government of President Victoriano 
Huerta, sent Dresden there in December 1913. Remaining on station in the 
region through July, the cruiser spent considerable time in Veracruz 
protecting German citizens and commercial interests, particularly when the 
United States invaded it and seized the port and city to protect its interests. 
On July 20, when rebels toppled Huerta’s government, Dresden’s captain 
took the Mexican president, his family and staffaboard, then carried them to 
Jamaica, where the British government granted Huerta asylum. 


A 3-D MODEL OF THE GERMAN CRUISER 
Dresden. Willi Kramer 


Dresden was due back in Germany for a much-needed refit, and on July 
26, rendezvoused with the new cruiser Karlsruhe to trade captains. 
Dresden’s new commander, Fritz Emil von Liidecke, was to take the ship 
back to Germany, but when war broke out in Europe a few days later, he 
took Dresden to Brazil to attack British merchant ships. Dresden engaged 
several British ships, sinking some but letting others go because they 
carried cargo from countries not yet at war and, in one case, because the 
ship was loaded with women and children, and Liidecke was an officer and 
gentleman of the old school with “incredible gallantry.” 


As British forces in the region mobilized to find and destroy Dresden 
and Karlsruhe, Liidecke headed for the Pacific, steaming through the Straits 
of Magellan at the tip of South America in early September. There, at the 
Chilean port of Punta Arenas, Liidecke received new orders to link up with 
Germany’s East Asia Squadron. 


The East Asia Squadron, under the command of Reichsgraf Maximilian 
von Spec, was Germany’s only fleet in the Pacific. Based in Tsingtao, 
China, von Spec’s ships included the armored cruisers Scharnhorst and 
Gneisenau, and the light cruisers Emden, Leipzig and Nurnberg. When the 


war began, von Spec ordered his squadron out to sea, realizing that the 
allied forces outnumbered and outgunned his ships, particularly after Japan 
entered the war on Britain’s side. 


Von Spec’s squadron rendezvoused with Dresden at Easter Island in 
early October. Then they all then steamed for Chile and the island of Mas a 
Tierra. There, von Spec learned that a pursuing British squadron, under the 
command of Admiral Sir Christopher Cradock, had followed Dresden into 
the Pacific. Spec and his captains decided to head to the Chilean mainland 
port of Coronel, in the hope of finding and destroying HMs Glasgow, which 
was Coaling there. Instead, they ran into most of the British squadron. 


The two forces met in battle on the afternoon of November 1, 1914. The 
fight started with the Germans in a better position—the British were firing 
into the setting sun and could not see as well. Within a few hours, von 
Spec’s ships had devastated Cradock’s. Cradock’s own ship, Good Hope, on 
fire and hit many times, exploded and sank with no survivors. HMS 
Monmouth also sank after a point-blank pounding from the German cruiser 
Nurnberg which fired seventy-five rounds into the burning ship to finish it 
off; there were no survivors. The Battle of Coronel was the Royal Navy’s 
first defeat at sea in over a century, and it filled the British with a strong 
desire for retribution. 


After Coronel, von Spec kept his squadron in the Pacific to hunt the 
enemy, despite orders to return to Germany. When von Spec finally decided 
to move into the Atlantic, his procrastination had allowed the British 
enough time to create a new battle force, this one under the command of 
Vice-Admiral Frederick Sturdee. When von Spec and his ships arrived at 
the Falkland Islands to raid them, Sturdee and his fleet were waiting in 
ambush. The British cruisers could outrun and outgun the German ships, 
and in an unequal battle, Sturdee chased down and sank all but one of von 
Spec’s fleet. The first to die was Scharnhorst, with von Spec aboard; there 
were no survivors. Gneisenau sank next after a hard fight; the British pulled 
only 190 of the 765 crew from the water, and many of the badly wounded 
Germans died after being rescued. The smaller cruisers— Leipzig, Dresden 
and Nurnberg—ran for it, but soon Leipzig, out of ammunition, her 
mainmast and two funnels shot away, and sinking, stopped dead in the 
water. There were only eighteen survivors. Nurnberg fought until two of her 
boilers exploded and British shells sank her, leaving only twelve survivors. 


Of all of von Spec’s squadron, only Dresden escaped the carnage, 
outrunning the pursuing British by sailing through bad weather that 
provided cover. The crew of Dresden ran with the bitter knowledge that 
they could do nothing to help the other German ships and that they had to 
try to escape to fight another day. 


After returning to Punta Arenas for coal, Dresden steamed into the 
narrow channels of Tierra del Fuego, near Cape Horn, to hide from the 
British. For the next two months, British and other allied ships searched in 
vain for Dresden. But in early March, harassed by bad weather and with his 
crew restless, Liidecke decided to return to the Pacific. He felt that they 
could not safely make it home by running across the Atlantic with so many 
ships hunting for them. His concerns were underscored on March 2, when 
the British cruisers Kent and Glasgow discovered Dresden in the channels 
of the Straits of Magellan and chased her at high speed for hours until 
Ltidecke outpaced them and escaped. 


With only 80 tons of coal left, which was not enough to go anywhere, 
Dresden atrived at Mas a Tierra on March 8 with a rust-streaked hull and 
worn-out machinery. Liidecke argued with Chilean authorities for more than 
the legal limit of twenty-four hours for a combatant to remain in a neutral 
port, claiming that his coal situation and the ship’s condition required more 
time. He also radioed passing 


Mike Fletcher geared up to dive on the German 
cruiser Dresden, sunk off the coast of Chile. 
James P. Delgado 


ships in vain, seeking more coal to help them escape. But he also knew 
that as a last resort he could land his crew and intern them with the ship for 
the duration of the war. 


The British intercepted one of Dresden’s radio calls for coal on March 13 
and raced for Mas a Tierra. At 8:40 the next morning, Kent and Glasgow, 
along with the auxiliary cruiser (Drama, sighted Dresden at anchor in 
Cumberland Bay and opened fire, despite the fact that they were violating 
Chile’s neutrality and breaking international law. Less than three hours 
later, Dresden, shattered and burning, sank. Most of the crew had made it 
ashore and survived the final battle. They remained in Chile until 1919 as 


unwilling guests of the Chileans, interned in accord with the international 
agreements that the British had ignored. Some of the German officers 
escaped and made their way home to fight again in a war that would 
continue for three more years. But the sinking of Dresden, following the 
earlier destruction of Emden in the Indian Ocean, brought an end to the 
naval war in the Pacific. The last of the proud East Asia Squadron of the 
Reichsgraf von Spec lay rusting in the deep, a legacy for the future when 
explorers and archeologists would venture into the sea to reconstruct her 
final hours. 


A FABLED ISLAND 


The empty sea surrounds our ship for as far as the eye can see, nearly 500 
miles off the coast of Chile. Our ship gently rolls in the swell as we drive 
west at 16 knots. The Armada de Chile (Chilean Navy) ship Valdivia, an 
amphibious landing ship, is a day out from Valparaiso, en route to the 
Archipelago de Juan Fernandez and an island with a romantic name and a 
famous history, Isla Robinson Crusoe (also known as Mas a Tierra). The 
island is one of the world’s most inaccessible and remote places, home to 
some five hundred people and host to only a few hundred more each year. 
The tourists are mainly Chileans who come to visit the island’s unique 
ecosystem or who are drawn, like others before them, by one of literature’s 
most famous castaways, Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe. 


In addition to her other duties, Valdivia makes two trips to Isla Robinson 
Crusoe each year. The ship carries 177 passengers, as well as their baggage 
and other items and equipment that have no other way of reaching this 
isolated Chilean colony. Our Sea Hunters crew of eleven hauls tons of dive 
equipment, cameras and other gear into the large tank bay below the main 
deck and into our berths. Our team has come to dive and film an episode 
about the Imperial German Navy’s small cruiser Dresden, eighty-eight 
years after she sank. We will be the first to dive down and return with 
detailed images and extensive footage of the wrecked warship in her grave 
180 feet below the surface. 


Our team includes Dr. Willi Kramer, the first German official to visit the 
wreck and the graves of some of Dresden’s sailors, who are buried ashore. 


Willi’s professional expertise is Viking and medieval sites, but he now finds 
himself drawn around the world to document the legacy of the First World 
War. 


After twenty-eight hours at sea, we catch our first glimpse of Isla 
Robinson Crusoe, rising faintly out of the mist on the horizon. As we 
approach the island, the ship rolling in the swell, we’re struck by how small 
it is. Only 36 square miles in area and 2,800 feet above sea level at its 
highest peak, this island has, for all its isolation, long been a part of the 
world’s consciousness. It is a storied island that features in tales of 
explorers, pirates and privateers, buried treasure, shipwrecks, castaways and 
sea battles. One nineteenth-century visitor, the writer Richard Henry Dana, 
called it “the most romantic spot of earth” because of its unique history and 
its association with the fabled Crusoe. 


If this is an island of dreams and romance, it is because of the three- 
hundred-year-old tale of Robinson Crusoe and his real-life inspiration, 
Alexander Selkirk. A native of Largo, which is north of Edinburgh on the 
rugged Fife coast, Selkirk was a troubled lad who ran away from the 
censure of his village and found a haven in a life at sea. He fared well, 
advancing in rank from ship’s boy to officer over the next several years. 
The lure of adventure and riches led him in 1703 to join a privateering 
venture into the Pacific led by William Dampier. 


One man’s privateer is another man’s pirate, and Dampier’s ships and 
crews faced the wrath of Spain, which controlled the Pacific to the extent 
that the ocean was known as a “Spanish lake.” Thanks to Dampier’s 
incompetence, the venture ended badly, with very little gained and a 
number of men lost. One of Dampier’s ships, the privateer Cinque Ports, 
anchored at Mas a Tierra in October 1704, leaking and in bad condition. 
Her captain, Thomas Stradling, wanted to repro-vision before heading south 
and trying for home. Selkirk, his sailing master (mate), was convinced that 
the ship would never reach a safe port and decided that he would rather stay 
on the island than take his chances at sea. 


The captain was more than happy to leave the quarrelsome, headstrong 
Selkirk behind and so set him ashore with a few tools, his gun and bedding, 
and his Bible. As the ship’s boat pulled away from the island, Selkirk 
regretted his decision and dashed into the surf, begging them to return. 
Stradling reportedly yelled back, “Stay where you are and may you starve!” 


Thus began a lonely exile that lasted four years and four months, until 
another English privateer, Woodes Rogers, landed for provisions. Rogers 
reported that “Immediately our pinnace return’d from the shore, and 
brought abundance of Craw-fish, with a man Cloth’d in Goat Skins, who 
look’d wilder than the first owners of them.” 


Selkirk sailed with Rogers and returned to a life of privateering in the 
Pacific before reaching London in 1711, eight years after he left England. 
He also brought home a small fortune from his years with Rogers. Selkirk’s 
adventures were first recounted in Rogers’s account of A Cruzing Voyage 
Round the World in 1712, and then again in 1713 in a short article by 
journalist Richard Steele in a magazine called The Englishman. But the 
story took on even greater fame in 1719, when author Daniel Defoe 
published Robinson Crusoe, based in part on Selkirk’s adventures. The 
book was an immediate success; three hundred years later, it remains the 
second-most published book in the world, next only to the Bible, translated 
into most languages and available in nearly every country. Robinson Crusoe 
and the real-life Selkirk have also been the inspiration for other literary 
endeavors, paintings and movies— and, in time, for the decision by the 
Chilean government, in the 1960s, to change the name Mas a Tierra to Isla 
Robinson Crusoe. 


DIVING DRESDEN 


Dresden rests beneath the waters of Cumberland Bay off Isla Robinson 
Crusoe. Every day, we load up one of Valdivia’s launches with dive gear 
and position ourselves over the wreck. Working with Willi Kramer and me, 
master diver Mike Fletcher breathes a complex mix of gases and descends 
to make the first survey the warship, relaying what he sees by video camera 
to the surface as we guide him through the ruined ship in the deep blue 
twilight below. It is far more difficult than this simple explanation—Mike is 
working hard, pulling 330 feet of heavy hose and electrical lines, clearing 
himself when they snag or catch on wreckage, and all the while using his 
eyes and experience along with ours to find and identify important areas of 
the ship, searching for clues about what happened in the final hours. 


The dives are limited to 30 minutes, and then Mike has to decompress 
for more than twice that time to eliminate the deadly gas bubbles in his 
blood caused by the depth. In a series of later dives, Willi and I join Mike in 
surveying the wreck, slowly investigating the cruiser from bow to stern. 
Mike’s son Warren is also diving, filming the scene from a distance to 
capture as much of the wreck and the survey action as he can. Dresden lies 
as she sank, pointing almost due north and towards the beach, resting on the 
starboard (right) side. The funnels and masts have fallen away and lie on 
the seabed. Some of the guns have ripped free of the deck and also lie on 
the bottom. 


The bow is heavily damaged, and the severed end of it rests upright on 
the seabed. One of our first conclusions is that Dresden sank heavily by the 
bow, hitting the bottom of the bay with enough force to break off the huge 
steel ram at the bow. As the ship twisted and sank, the hull cracked and the 
decks opened up. But the damage is so severe that we wonder if hitting the 
bottom was responsible for all of it. Gradually, it becomes clear that the 
split decks and the ripped-out hull near the bow are the result of the massive 
internal explosions when the Germans’ scuttling charges detonated. Despite 
the damage, one anchor remains on the deck, at the ready. A long string of 
anchor chain trails off the bow and heads off into the gloom of deeper 
water, where the anchor that held Dresden in place when the cruiser sank 
remains set in the sand. 


The bridge is gone but the wood decking remains in place under the 
debris of broken steel, torn wiring, machinery and loose fittings. The stub of 
the aft mast rises up out of the deck, and the broken mainmast, lying in two 
pieces, rests on the deck at an angle. We see three empty cartridge shells, 
and I am tempted by the thought that they might just be from those three 
shots that Dresden’s crew managed to fire before the ship sank. But an even 
more interesting discovery awaits us. Nearby, still in place, is the cruiser’s 
auxiliary steering station, a paired set of steering wheels that stops Mike in 
his tracks as we all admire them. 


A 4-inch gun, possibly hit by British shellfire, angles inward and points 
at Dresden’s deck. I count three perfectly spaced shell holes, one after the 
other, along the ship’s hull towards the casemate, which is partially 
collapsed. At least it is still here. Its partner, the forward casemate on the 
port side, is gone—gun, thick armor and all—disintegrated by the scuttling 


explosions. The level of damage is greater than we had expected. Accounts 
of the battle emphasize that after a few hits on the stern and on the deck 
guns, Dresden sank intact when the crew set off a scuttling charge deep in 
the hull. But what we are finding is evidence of a sustained shelling and at 
least two massive internal explosions. The entire aft section is heavily 
damaged, with the main deck gone, shell holes in the steel plates that lie 
inside the ship’s exposed interior, and plates bent out near the aft port 
casemate from an internal explosion. 


Lying amidst the wreckage is a German sailor’s boot. Willi Kramer 
believes it to be the evidence of a dead man. Fifteen of Dresden’s crew died, 
thirteen in the battle and two who succumbed later from their wounds. Willi 
reminds us that as floating men die, their bodies relax and their boots fall 
off. Hundreds of boots lie around the Second World War wreck of the 
German battleship Bismarck in the North Atlantic, grim testimony to the 
majority of the crew who perished while bobbing in the cold, oil-stained 
waters. This solitary shoe on the deck of Dresden is a reminder of the 
individual cost of war, just as the broken hulk of the cruiser is a reminder of 
the larger costs and waste of war. 


Our survey of the wreck indicates that the history books have not told 
the complete story. It is evident that many shots went into Dresden, even as 
she sank. The British cruiser commanders had orders to sink Dresden, and 
they made sure they did just that. The extent of the damage makes us 
wonder just how close they came to the German cruiser. Historical accounts 
and maps of the battle show Glasgow, Kent and Orama outside of 
Cumberland Bay, firing at Dresden from a distance of 9,000 yards, but what 
we are seeing argues against that. Willi and I, with John Davis, decide to go 
ashore and search the cliffs for some of the shells fired during the battle and 
which, according to the locals, are still here. 


Moving along the beach, outside of town and past the cemetery with its 
monument to three of Dresden’s dead crew, we find our first shell hole. It is 
nearly perfectly round and has bored 3 feet into the cliff. Buried inside, we 
find the steel base of an unexploded shell. We wonder if this is one of 
Dresden’s, so we measure it—at 6 inches it is too big to be from Dresden, 
whose largest guns fired a 4-inch projectile. This is a British 6-inch shell 
that missed. Imbedded in the cliffs soft volcanic rock and mud, it is more 
than a relic of the battle. It is a piece of forensic evidence that we are using 


to reconstruct what happened. Plotting the angle that the shell came from, 
we line it up with the cape at the entrance to the bay, just where a ship 
would turn to enter the anchorage. This could be one of the first shots fired 
at 8:40 on the morning of March 14, 1914, as the British sailed into range 
and opened up with their guns. We find five other hits, closely spaced as if 
from a salvo of rapidly fired shots. One hole retains its shell; the others are 
empty, shells tumbled out by erosion or pulled free by souvenir hunters not 
realizing what a deadly trophy they had in an unexploded live shell. 


Back on board Valdivia, we work with the ship’s officers to add the 
location of the shells to our survey map of the bay and the wreck. We also 
plot the range and bearing of the shellfire, based on the position and angle 
of the shell holes. The last five holes we found must have come from shells 
fired near the end of the battle, because our plots show that the British 
cruiser that fired them was very close to the sinking Dresden—in fact, just 
about where we are anchored in Valdivia, 800 feet off Dresden’s port side 
and just 2,500 feet away from the cliff. These last shell holes indicate that 
one of the cruisers sailed into the bay, broadside to Dresden, and opened up 
a final salvo or series of salvoes that ripped into the foundering German 
ship. The shots that missed drove deep into the cliff, where we found them. 


The next day, we journey to the other side of the bay to search the cliffs 
there. We are rewarded with the discovery of more shell holes and 
unexploded shells, indicating that the British cruisers engaged in a deadly 
crossfire. In a brilliant but brutal tactical maneuver, Glasgow circled 
Dresden and pumped lethal rounds into the anchored German warship. 
Captain Luce of Glasgow had orders to sink Dresden, and he took no 
chances, firing at point-blank range even after the last Germans abandoned 
their ship. 


Dresden is a ruin. Some of the destruction was caused by the shelling, 
some of it by the deep internal explosions caused by the scuttling charges— 
but some of it appears to be from a much later attempt to blast open the 
sunken cruiser’s stern. This damage puzzles us, because history records no 
attempt to salvage Dresden. Indeed, for many years, the cruiser’s decks 
were beyond the reach of divers. What happened to the stern—which is 
intact in photographs of the sinking cruiser—remains a mystery. Later, Willi 
Kramer finds a formerly top-secret document in the German naval archives 
that suggests Dresden was carrying gold coin pulled out of Germany’s 


Tsingtao bank accounts by von Spec. That would explain why we were not 
the first divers to explore the wreck. Someone has secretly blasted open the 
stern to get at the gold. We wonder when this was, and how the salvagers 
knew about the gold, given that the only record is a top-secret piece of 
paper. One possibility, shades of Raiders of the Lost Ark, is that it was the 
Nazis, eager to recover some of Germany’s lost riches to fund their 
preparations for war. We may never know. 


But what is clear is that the sea has claimed Dresden after her final 
battle. Slumbering in the depths, the broken hulk is an undersea museum, a 
war grave and an evocative relic of the destruction of war. And yet, in the 
middle of the debris, Mike spots a small, unbroken flower vase. It is an 
unexpected find, this delicate survivor. It is also a reminder of the touches 
of home and life ashore that often accompany sailors on warships on their 
distant journeys, even into death. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
ARCTIC FOX 


THE HIGH ARCTIC: MAY 5, 1859 


As the sledge bumped and slid across the frozen ground of the Arctic, 
Lieutenant William Hobson’s eyes swept the surrounding area searching for 
signs of the lost expedition led by Sir John Franklin. Cakes and slabs of ice 
piled up along the shore separated the snow-covered land from the frozen 
sea. Hobson, however, kept his gaze fixed on a pile of rocks in the distance, 
close to the shore. No accident of nature, that rock pile was a cairn, and 
Hobson hoped that other explorers, perhaps even Sir John Franklin and his 
men, had deposited records or notes in it, the usual practice in the Arctic. 
For many days, Hobson had followed a faint trail of scattered relics and 
broken bones to this spot. Little did he realize that the quest to discover the 
fate of Franklin, upon which he and his captain, Francis Leopold 
McClintock, had embarked, was about to reach its climax. 


Pulling apart the top of the cairn, Hobson found a small tin canister. He 
opened it and reached inside to pull out a rolled-up sheet of yellowed, rust- 
stained paper. As he read it, Hobson realized that these were words from 
beyond the grave and that in the sparest of sentences, they told what had 
happened to the lost Franklin expedition: 


25th April 1848. H.M. Ships Terror and Erebus were deserted 
on the 22nd April, 5 leagues NNW of this, having been beset 
since 12th Sept. 1846. The officers & crew consisting of 105 
souls under the command of Captain F.R.M. Crozier, landed 
here. 


Sir John Franklin died on the nth June, 1847 and the total loss 
by deaths in the expedition has been to this date 9 officers & 15 
men. 


F.R.M. Crozier 
Captain & Senior Officer 


And start on tomorrow 26th for Back’s Fish River 
James Fitzjames 
Captain H.M.S. Erebus 


THE SEARCH FOR FRANKLIN 


In 1845, Erebus and Terror, commanded by F.R.M. Crozier and James 
Fitzjames, had sailed from Britain under the overall command of Captain 
Sir John Franklin, a veteran of three Arctic expeditions, to map the last 
unknown waters of the Canadian Arctic archipelago and to complete the 
transit of the elusive Northwest Passage, for which the English had been 
searching for nearly three centuries. 


Most of the Northwest Passage had been mapped by the Royal Navy and 
explorers from the Hudson’s Bay Company, but the last link— a blank spot 
on the map—remained. So what was envisioned by the British as the final 
Arctic expedition set sail under the experienced Franklin and his crew, 
many of them also veterans of Arctic forays, in two well-equipped ships, 
“to forge the last link.” But after entering Lancaster Sound from Baffin Bay 
in the summer of 1845, Erebus and Tenor were never seen or heard from 
again. 


For more than a decade, thirty-one expeditions, both public and private, 
British and American, searched in vain for Franklin. Tantalizing clues— 
three graves on a small Arctic beach, relics bought from the Inuit, and 
disturbing stories told by the Inuit of ships trapped in ice, of men struggling 
to march overland and dying along the way, and of cannibalism and murder 
—filled the years of searching, but no conclusive evidence—wrecked ships 
or records of the Franklin expedition— had been found. Lady Jane 
Franklin, wife of the missing explorer, pushed the British government to 
keep on looking, even after a large search expedition in 1854 ended with the 
loss of several ships: “The final and exhaustive search is all I seek on behalf 
of the first and only martyrs to Arctic discovery in modern times, and it is 
all I ever intend to ask.” 


An engraving of Fox trapped in the Arctic ice. 
Vancouver Maritime Museum. 


But Britain had sacrificed much to search for Franklin, and now, in 1854, 
was Caught up in an expensive war on Russia’s Crimean Peninsula. 
Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine summed up what Britain had gained, at 
great cost: “No; there are no more sunny continents—no more islands of the 
blessed—hidden under the far horizon, tempting the dreamer over the 
undiscovered sea; nothing but these weird and tragic shores, whose cliffs of 
everlasting ice and mainlands of frozen snow, which have never produced 
anything to us but a late and sad discovery of depths of human heroism, 
patience, and bravery, such as imagination could scarcely dream of.” 


In April 1857, the British government informed Lady Franklin that they 
had “come, with great regret, to the conclusion that there was no prospect of 
saving life, [and] would not be justified... in exposing the lives of officers 
and men to the risk inseparable from such an enterprise.” But the 
determination of Lady Franklin and her years of urging on the search for 
her missing husband and his men touched many heartstrings. So, when the 
British government gave its final refusal, Lady Franklin made a public plea 
and raised nearly £3,000 to send out her own search expedition. She bought 
the steam yacht Fox, a 120-foot, Scottish-built vessel, from the estate of Sir 
Richard Sutton, a master of the traditional hunt who had named the ship for 
his favorite quarry. 


Lady Franklin placed Fox under the command of Captain Francis 
Leopold McClintock, a veteran of two Arctic voyages in search of Franklin. 


At his direction, shipyard workers stripped off the fancy fittings of the 
yacht, strengthened the hull with extra layers of planking to protect it from 
the ice, enlarged the boiler, sheathed the bow in iron “until it resembled a 
ponderous chisel set up edgeways” and braced the hull to keep it from being 
crushed when frozen in for the winter in the pack ice. McClintock 
explained: “Internally she was fitted up with the strictest economy in every 
sense, and the officers were crammed into pigeonholes, styled cabins, in 
order to make room for provisions and stores; our mess-room, for five 
persons, measured 8 feet square.” 


The Illustrated London News also described Fox: “There is very little 
ornament about her, but what she has is in wonderfully good condition. The 
Fox has three slender, rather raking masts, is of topsail schooner rig, and 
small poop aft. She is rather sharp forward and her bows are plated over 
with iron... She looks not unlike a bundle of heavy handspikes, iron pointed 
at each end, for fending off drift ice.” 


McClintock and his officers and crew all volunteered their services 
without pay. For two long years they would endure hardship, cold, near 
shipwreck and three deaths on their quest to find Franklin. 


Fox steamed out of Scotland on June 30, 1857, but when she reached the 
Canadian Arctic, was stopped in Baffin Bay by the early onset of winter and 
was trapped in the ice. There was nothing to do but dig in and wait, drifting 
with the ice pack. It was an occasionally harrowing eight-month ordeal, in 
which the boredom of confinement gave way to the terror of moving ice. 
After drifting 1,194 miles, the chance to escape came at last in late April. 
As Fox fought for eighteen hours to be free, ice constantly struck the hull, 
causing “the vessel to shake violently, the bells to ring, and almost knocked 
us off our legs.” McClintock commented, “I can understand how men’s 
hairs have turned grey in a few hours.” The ice, when it hit the stern, 
wrenched the rudder and stopped the propeller: “deprived of the one or the 
other, even for half an hour, I think our fate would have been sealed.” 


Once free of the ice, Fox headed to Greenland for more supplies. After 
sending letters home to explain why they would be gone longer than 
planned, McClintock and his crew turned west again for the Canadian 
Arctic. In the Arctic archipelago, McClintock explored the shores of 
Somerset Island and Bellot Strait before anchoring Fox near the eastern 
entrance to the narrow strait. With the ship frozen in for the winter, 


McClintock prepared to sledge west over the ice and land to reach King 
William Island, where a few years earlier, Hudson’s Bay Company explorer 
Dr. John Rae had met some Inuit who told him about men whose ships, 
trapped in ice, had been abandoned. The men, trekking south, were starving 
and many had fallen on their march. Some had resorted to cannibalism. The 
Inuit had a number of items belonging to the dead men that Rae bought 
from them, including the personal effects of several of Franklin’s officers 
and Franklin himself. The story, when it reached England along with the 
“relics,” excited great interest and horror. Now McClintock, Lieutenant 
William Hobson and Sailing Master Allen Young would head off in three 
separate parties to search the region to see what they could find. 


On his journey, McClintock learned from Inuit that two ships had been 
trapped by ice near King William Island, that one had sunk in deep water 
and that “all the white men went away to the large river, taking a boat or 
boats with them, and that in the following winter their bones were found 
there.” The Inuit had salvaged steel and wood from the doomed expedition, 
and as McClintock pushed farther south, he found Inuit who had in their 
possession silver spoons and forks “bearing the crests or initials” of 
Franklin and some of his officers, as well as “uniform and other buttons” 
and wood from a ship. They told McClintock about a ship, pushed onto 
shore by the ice, where they had gathered their treasures. 


McClintock continued on to King William Island, where he and his party 
found more relics, and finally, on May 25, “when slowly walking along a 
gravel ridge near the beach, which the winds kept partially bare of snow, I 
came upon a human skeleton, partly exposed, with here and there a few 
fragments of clothing appearing through the snow.” McClintock also 
recovered a notebook that yielded up a few sentences about abandoning the 
ships and ended with a scrawled: “Oh death, whare [sic] is thy sting?” He 
found a hairbrush and comb, and from the fragments of the uniform, 
deduced that it was the skeleton of a steward or officer’s servant from the 
Franklin expedition. As McClintock stood looking at the bones, he recalled 
the words of an old Inuit woman he had questioned: “They fell down and 
died as they walked along.” 


When McClintock headed north, back up King William Island to return 
to Fox, he made a last poignant discovery: a ship’s boat, laden with 
equipment and spare clothing, and two more skeletons, one wrapped in 


clothing and furs. After loading up a small quantity of items—silverware 
and ship’s instruments—McClintock continued his search for the wrecked 
ship. Instead, he found a pile of goods, stashed on the shore by the Franklin 
expedition. Plucking more relics from the pile, McClintock travelled back 
to Fox, arriving on June 19. When warm weather returned in July, 
McClintock reassembled the steam machinery laid up for the winter, and 
Fox set off for home. 


McClintock, Hobson and the crew of Fox reached England in September 
1859 with relics of the doomed expedition and the “last note.” The tiny 
yacht, its commander and crew made headlines around the world. 
Parliament rewarded Fox’s crew with a payment of £5,000, and in 1860 the 
Queen knighted McClintock. Subsequently promoted to admiral, 
McClintock enjoyed a long career, serving as commander of the West 
Indies and the North American station for the Royal Navy and as an 
honored Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society before his death in 
1907. 


Fox outlived McClintock by five years, a surprising fact considering that 
most ships have short lives, particularly those that work in the Arctic. Sold 
to Danish owners in 1860, the tough little steamer carried supplies up and 
down the Greenland coast for the next fifty-two years. The end for Fox 
came when she went aground on the west Greenland coast in June 1912. 
After getting off and returning to Qegertarsuag (Disko Island), the damaged 
Fox was discovered by surveyors to be beyond repair. And so the famous 
ship, stripped of her fittings, was beached in a small cove near the harbor 
entrance. There, lying half submerged on the starboard side, the hulk slowly 
deteriorated. 


Even in death, however, Fox attracted visitors drawn by the vessel’s 
fame. Arctic explorer Donald MacMillan photographed the wreck in 1926, 
dismasted but still solid, though the local Inuit had been salvaging loose 
wood from the hull. Accounts of visitors to Qeqertarsuaq mentioned the 
wreck through the 1930s, but in 1931 and 1934, visiting naturalist Tom 
Longstaff boarded the hulk to find it breaking apart. He pulled two oak 
treenails from the hull as souvenirs. In 1940, Fox finally broke apart when a 
spring storm swept into the harbor and smashed up the deteriorated hull, 
leaving, one account reported, “only parts of the metal engine” behind. 


FOX AT QEQERTARSUAQ 


The cold spume of the sea sprays over the deck as the bow of Mary West 
buries itself in a wave. The wind whips around, chilling us to the bone, as 
we stand clustered on the small deck of the fishing boat. We’re two hours 
out of Aasiaat, a mainland port, making our way to Qegertarsuagq, sailing 
across the waters of Disko Bugt, a bay that cuts into the western coast of 
Greenland above the 69th parallel. Icebergs, large and small, fill the sea, 
most of them towering above our deck. It is the height of the brief Arctic 
summer, and yet the temperature hovers just above 30° F. 


Qegertarsuaq, a small port community of a thousand, is more than two 
hundred years old. Founded by Danish traders and whalers, it was named 
Ggdhavn, or “good harbor,” by them. Later known as Lievely, it became a 
major port of call for Danish, British and American whalers working in 
Arctic waters. Now known by its original name of Qegertarsuagq, the 
settlement survives on fishing, hunting, tourism and the presence of the 
Arktisk Station—the Danish Polar Scientific Station of the University of 
Copenhagen. Founded in 1906, it remains a center for Arctic research, 
hosting two hundred visiting scientists a year. It will be our home for the 
next week as we venture out to find and dive on the wreck of Fox. 


We’ ve traveled to this remote spot in search of a famous shipwreck for 
The Sea Hunters. This is our northernmost adventure. The team includes 
Mike Fletcher, his son Warren (our dive co-coordinator and underwater 
cameraman), land cameramen Marc Pike and camera and soundman John 
Rosborough. We rendezvoused in Iqualuit, the capital of Nunavut, where 
we took a small chartered plane across Baffin Bay to Aasiaat, where we 
boarded Mary West for the last leg of a thirty-six-hour trip. 


Aasiaat, a small coastal settlement, allows the team to either familiarize, 
or in some cases, like mine, to refamiliarize, ourselves with the Arctic. For 
me, that involves a walk to the harbor front where Inuit hunters and 
fishermen are busy butchering fish and seals. One of the great delicacies of 
the Arctic is raw fresh seal—or so I’ve been told, somehow having missed 
this treat on previous northern expeditions. But now, standing on the shores 
of Aasiaat, with John Rosborough pointing a running camera right at me, 
how can I refuse the bloody chunk of fresh seal liver that the cheerful 
hunter is offering me? 


With a smile, I pop the oozing morsel into my mouth, slowly savoring 
each chewy bite. I must look like I really enjoy it, because my gracious host 
cuts off a bit of fresh seal blubber and hands it to me. It truly is an honor 
and a gift not to be refused, so I pop that in, too, finishing off my snack by 
smacking my lips and licking the blood and glistening fat off my fingertips. 
He offers me another bite, but I politely decline with “Thanks, I’ve already 
had a big lunch.” We both laugh. Feeling fully reintegrated with the Arctic 
and like I’ve just swallowed a glass of oil in which sardines have been 
soaked, I rejoin the rest of the crew for the voyage across Disko Bay. 


Qegertarsuag is a beautiful town, nestled against high cliffs that at 
present are carpeted with a summer bloom of grass and flowers. The tops of 
the cliffs are capped with snow, and in the distance, the solid mass of a 
glacier that covers the center of the island gleams in the sunlight. The 
houses, built on the crests of the rocks that line the coast and on the small 
bay that forms the harbor, are a well-kept array of brightly painted red, blue, 
green, orange and yellow buildings. Some of them, like the Qegertarsuaq 
Museum, are old, dating to the nineteenth century. The museum, formerly 
the home of the inspektor, the government official in charge of this coast, 
was built in 1840. Solidly constructed of heavy beams atop a stone 
foundation, its red walls now contain displays that tell the history of the 
settlement’s Inuit and Danish inhabitants. 


Here, we meet the museum’s director, Elisa Evaideen, and Karl 
Tobiassen, “an old Greenlander” who knows where all the wrecks on the 
coast are. Karl points across the harbor to a small cove, known to the locals 
as K’uigssarssuak, and says that that is where Fox ended her days. More 
surprisingly, he also tells us that, on the way in, we’d passed a small island, 
Qegertaq, where a tall, red-painted metal stack stands as a navigational 
marker. It is the smokestack or funnel of Fox, taken off the wreck and 
recycled. Nothing goes to waste in the Arctic. 


With the help of our host, the Arktisk Station, and its director, Bente 
Jessen Graae, we borrow an inflatable boat to reach the wreck site. We refill 
our dive tanks every day at the local fire hall (there are no dive shops north 
of 60 degrees). All this helps us to take advantage of the rare opportunity to 
dive down into history beneath the waters of the Arctic. Pulling into 
K’uigssarssuak’s small cove, we realize we will not have to search for the 
wreck—the tip of Fox’s boiler rises out of the water at low tide. Wedged 


into the rocks, just where we’ ve tied up our boat, are Fox’s hawse pipes, the 
iron sleeves that once protected the wooden hull from the anchor chain. 
Pulled free of the wreck after Fox broke up, they were probably left here for 
salvage and then abandoned, just like the boiler. Wooden hull planking lies 
on the beach, nearly perfectly preserved. Close by is a section of Fox’s 
wrought-iron propeller shaft. I’m worried that the hulk, which broke apart 
in 1940, has been picked away and that nothing but the boiler remains. 
There’s only one way to find out, though. Pulling on our thick dry suits to 
keep out the freezing water and our heavy gear, Mike, Warren and I step off 
into the numbingly cold water and drop down to the bottom to see what 
remains of Fox. 


James Delgado beside the smokestack or funnel 
of FOX, now serving as a navigational marker 


in Qegertarsuaq harbor in Greenland. Mike 
Fletcher. 


The rocks that surround the resting place of Fox are worn and rounded 
by the ice, and covered with slippery seaweed. We follow the rocks down to 
the sand and gravel seabed, 16 feet below. The cold bites into me, right 
through the thick layers of the dry suit and the protective “woolies” beneath 
it. My lips and cheeks, the only bare skin exposed to the sea, throb with the 
cold, then quickly turn numb. 


The water is relatively clear, and ahead we see the ship’s boiler, 
completely submerged at high tide. Lying in the sand next to it are the 
shattered remains of the stern: broken timbers, twisted bronze bolts and a 
massive iron yoke that once reinforced the rudder. Nearby, a large iron 
pulley, part of the ship’s steering apparatus, lies atop fallen timbers. We 
swim past the boiler as Warren films the scene. The boiler has been torn 
free of its mount in the hull and dragged here to the stern, probably by the 
ice that buries the wreck each winter. The thick iron is ripped and part of 
the boiler gapes open, exposing the fire tubes inside it. Coal-fired heat once 
flowed through those tubes to make the steam that powered Fox, but now 
they lie cold and dead in the shattered remains of the shipwreck. Trailers of 
weed drape the boiler, and small fish dart into the protection of the dark 
boiler as we swim by. 


The keel and keelson that formed the sturdy backbone of Fox lie before 
us, along with the collapsed starboard side of the hull, partially buried in the 
sand and the mats of algae that blanket the bottom of the cove. The current 
sweeps through the wreck, exposing brief glimpses of dark oak, rusted iron, 
and the shrouded shapes of frames (the “ribs” of the ship) and planks. As 
Mike and Warren videotape the wreck, I work quickly with a measuring 
tape and use a pencil to make notes and draw what I see on a sheet of 
frosted Mylar taped to a plastic clipboard. My notes, together with the video 
images and the photographs I am also taking, will help us to assemble a 
map of the broken-up ship, replicating on paper what we see in the gloom 
of the cove. I am particularly keen to capture as much information as 
possible because Fox’s plans vanished many years ago. 


Astonishingly, half of Fox survives, pressed into the seabed by years of 
ice pushing into this small cove. It is an unexpected boon. The ice has 
flattened the curving side of the hull, shattering the thick layers of planks 


that formed it and wrenching the bolts out of the timber. And yet much 
survives, telling us a great deal about the ship. One of the keys to Fox’s 
survival in the Arctic was the original hull laid down in the Aberdeen 
shipyard of Alexander Hall & Company. From what remains, I can see that 
it was formed from diagonally laid planks of Scottish larch, fastened with 
thick bronze bolts to make a tightly sealed hull with the strength of an 
interwoven basket. Over these planks, McClintock had the shipyard fasten 
two layers of thick planks to sheath the hull against the ice. Splintered and 
torn, one layer of these planks remains in place, held on by the stubs of 
tough oak treenails that pegged them to the hull. The hull itself was formed 
from thick curved frames of oak, tightly spaced to make an almost solid 
wall of wood. Rows of iron stanchions were set into the hull at 
McClintock’s suggestion to brace Fox against the crushing pressure of the 
ice. 

But as I examine and document these sturdy features, Warren Fletcher 
finds a reminder of the exquisite handicraft of the yacht builders. Lying 
loose on a section of the hull is a small, beautifully lathed and decorated 
deadeye from the ship’s rigging. Deceptively strong despite its delicate 
carving, it has that extra touch that befits a gentleman’s yacht. Somehow, 
perhaps because its lignum vitae wooden heart was stout, the deadeye was 
kept when many other “decorations” were stripped off for the difficult 
Arctic voyage. 


The steam engine’s parts lie scattered nearby. As I swim over them, I 
think of the famous voyage of 1857-59. At the end of the expedition, as the 
crew prepared to leave their frozen berth and make their way home with the 
news of the fate of the Franklin expedition, the steam engine lay stowed in 
the hold, disassembled to keep it from cracking in the freezing months of 
winter. The ship’s engineer had died, so McClintock had to put the engine 
back together and fire it up to escape the Arctic. Looking at the scattered 
pieces of machinery lying on the timbers of the hull like a three- 
dimensional jigsaw puzzle, I am reminded of what a talented and 
determined man Francis Leopold McClintock was. 


Over the course of a week, we make more dives, sometimes surfacing in 
the bright twilight of the midnight sun as we work around the clock to 
gather as many images and as much information as we can. We may not 
only be the first but perhaps the only team of divers, and me the only 


archeologist, to visit Fox at the bottom of the sea. Even in the twenty-first 
century, this is a distant, hard to reach spot. 


After surfacing on my final dive, I look out at the wind-whipped waters 
of Qegertarsuaq’s harbor. Ice is drifting in, in small chunks, and the sun has 
gone, replaced by gray skies. Snow dusts the cliffs above the settlement. 
Winter is on its way, and soon the wreck will again be covered by many feet 
of ice. Slowly, inexorably being ground away by the forces of winter, Fox is 
returning to the elements in the Arctic where she gained international fame 
and spent most of her working life. It is a perfect grave for this polar 
explorer, and as I float over it, I think of Sir John Franklin’s epitaph, carved 
in marble over his empty crypt at Westminster Abbey: 


Not here: the white North has thy bones; and thou, 
Heroic Sailor-Soul, 

Art passing on thine happier voyage now 

Towards no earthly pole. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
A CIVIL WAR SUBMARINE 


A MYSTERY IN PANAMA 


Standing on the hot sand beach of San Telnio, a small deserted island in the 
Bay of Panama, I look out at the water. Nothing. Not a thing to be seen, and 
yet here, according to the locals, lies the wreck of a “Japanese two-man 
submarine,” sent in secret to attack the Pacific entrance to the Panama 
Canal. An unlikely tale, to be sure, but after a few years of sea hunting with 
Clive Cussler, I’ve come to realize that the truth is often stranger than 
fiction. 


The tide starts to drop, and suddenly, I see a rusted bit of metal sticking 
up out of the surf. As the water continues to recede, the unmistakable form 
of a submarine emerges, dripping wet, stained red and orange with 
corrosion. But it looks nothing like a Japanese midget submarine of the 
Second World War. In fact, it looks nothing like most submarines I’ve ever 
seen, Save one, a turn-of-the-century precursor to the sub Holland I. That 
60-odd-foot submersible, the first of the Royal Navy’s fleet of submarines, 
is preserved ashore at the Royal Navy Submarine Museum in Gosport, 
England, not far from where navy divers discovered the sunken Holland I 
and raised her for exhibition. 


But while this looks a little like Holland I and its numerous early sister 
subs, the products of the genius of an eccentric Irish-American inventor, 
John Holland, it’s not one of his. It is simply too small. Football shaped, 
with a low conning tower, this riveted iron craft looks like something out of 
20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. 


James Delgado in the hatch of Sub Marine 
Explorer in Panama. Photo by Ann Goodhart 


Wading out into the ocean, I splash in water up to my chest to reach the 
wreck. As the sea washes over and around the hull, I can see that it is firmly 
bedded down in the sand and that the sea has opened a hole in the iron 
plates that form the hull. Crawling inside, and ignoring the pain as the sharp 
metal bites deeply into a shin, I ponder the spider-web lattice of thick iron 
bars that brace the chamber. I’ve never seen anything like it. The hull form 
looks to be from around the year 1900, but these iron bars look like they’ve 
been forged with a heavy hammer, like something out of the 1850s. After 
crawling out and nicking myself again, I scramble up the slippery top of the 
submarine to reach the conning tower. It is small, barely big enough for me 
to fit, and as I look in, I hear the booming of the surf and feel a rush of cool 
salty air hit my face. There’s more than one hole in this hull. 


Balancing myself on my hands, I drop into the hatch. My feet catch on a 
lip—the seat for another, inner hatch, perhaps. But it is missing, and so, 
camera in one hand, I carefully line myself up and drop into what I hope 
will be chest-high water. It turns out to be only waist deep. My feet hit sand, 
and I’m suddenly in darkness as my eyes adjust. I grab my camera and hit 
the flash, and see that I’m in an iron cavern that’s dripping with water and 
rust. I hit the flash again and look into the water. I wish I hadn’t. This 
submarine, half filled with sand, looks like a perfect haven for the region’s 
well known venomous sea snakes. At this moment, I know exactly how 
Indiana Jones felt in the Well of Souls. “Snakes. Why did it have to be 


snakes?” I jump up, catch the lip of the hatch and pull myself out of the hull 
just as my imagination pictures a tiny pair of fanged jaws reaching for my 
ankle. As I jump off the sub and wade to shore, I speculate about just what 
it is I’ve found on this deserted beach. Whose ancient submarine is it, and 
how did it end up here? 


The truth is often stranger than fiction. A return trip to the beach in 
November 2002, this time armed with a tape measure and a pad for making 
notes, gives me more than a basic understanding of the submarine. I e-mail 
photographs of it around the world to colleagues who study old submarines. 
No one can figure it out, though one researcher, Gene Canfield, says it 
looks similar to Intelligent Whale, a submarine built for the Union Navy 
during the Civil War but never finished. Could it be that old? I wonder as I 
continue to send out my queries. Then, in mid-2003, I get an answer from 
Rich Wills, who thinks it looks more like another long-forgotten Civil War 
submarine, the Sub Marine Explorer. No one knows what happened to that 
sub, Rich explains. After the war, it ended up in Panama, working for the 
Pacific Pearl Company, harvesting pearls from deep-water oyster beds. 


I sit up and take notice. After all, the wreck lies in the Bay of Panama, in 
an island group known as the Pearl Archipelago. But is it really a Civil War 
submarine that vanished from the pages of history after 1869? Could a 
submarine survive, half submerged on a tropical beach, for more than 130 
years? Rich sends me a copy of a 1902 article on pioneer submarines of the 
nineteenth century. It reproduces a profile plan of Sub Marine Explorer and 
gives its basic dimensions. As I look at it, I smile. The profile matches 
perfectly, down to the placement and size of the conning tower. The 
rounded chamber at the top of the submarine with the forged iron braces 
would be filled with air for buoyancy. And, as I compare the measurements 
with my notes, it all fits. The 36-foot Sub Marine Explorer is a perfect 
match. 


But how does Sub Marine Explorer fit into the history of submarine 
development? Built in 1865, what role did it play, if any, in the Civil War? 
And how does it compare with another recent discovery, the Confederate 
Civil War submarine H.I. Hunley? Found after years of hard work by Clive 
Cussler’s National Underwater and Marine Agency team and raised by the 
State of South Carolina, Hunley is one of the great archeological treasures 
of the Civil War, on a par with the ironclad uss Monitor, whose engine and 


turret have also been pulled from the depths. Even as I sit pondering the 
mysteries of Sub Marine Explorer, a team of archeologists is carefully 
excavating and dismantling Hunley to reveal its secrets. So for the answers 
on Sub Marine Explorer, I turn to Hunley project historian Mark Ragan. 
“There’s no one better,” Clive tells me as he reads Ragan’s number to me 
over the phone. 


Mark answers his phone with a laconic drawl that quickens with 
excitement as I tell him what I’ve found on a Panamanian beach. I e-mail 
him a handful of photos, and as he opens them on his computer 3,000 miles 
away, I hear the subtle but sharp intake of his breath. That’s a good thing, 
because Clive is right. No one knows Civil War submarines better than 
Mark Ragan. He literally wrote the book on them, and he now turns his 
considerable energy and skill to dig deep into the archives to learn more 
about Sub Marine Explorer and its inventor, a forgotten American 
engineering genius named Julius H. Kroehl. 


PIONEER SUBMARINES 


War spurs terrible and magnificent inventions, often taking ideas and 
concepts developed in peacetime and testing them hurriedly in times of 
crisis. During the Civil War, technology played a significant role. Among 
other innovations, the war introduced new guns and more powerful cannon, 
ironclad warships with rotating turrets, undersea mines—and the 
submarine. There was nothing new about each of these inventions save their 
first practical and deadly use in combat. The pioneering naval 
accomplishments of the war started with the attack on the wooden fleet of 
the Union Navy at Hampton Roads, Virginia, by the Confederate ironclad 
css Virginia, demonstrating that this new type of warship doomed the 
“wooden walls” that had dominated naval warfare for centuries. The first 
clash between ironclads took place when the Union’s uss Monitor 
interceded between Virginia and the Union wooden fleet the following day 
and fought the Confederate ship to a standstill. 


Another innovation was the use of an electrically detonated “torpedo,” or 
mine, one of which sent the Union’s ironclad Cairo to the bottom of the 
Yazoo River, giving the ill-fated gunboat the dubious distinction of being 


the first warship in history to be sunk by a mine. Later, there was the brave 
but doomed sortie of the Confederate submarine H.I. Hunley into 
Charleston Harbor to sink the Union warship Housatonic with a spar- 
mounted “torpedo” projecting from her bow. Shortly after this victory, 
Hunley sank, taking her crew with her, just a few hundred yards from her 
victim. No one knows why Hunley sank, but the tiny craft gained fame as 
the first submarine to destroy an enemy vessel in combat. Quickly buried by 
silt, Hunley’’s grave remained undiscovered for 150 years. 


As for submarines, both sides embraced this new technology. Inventors 
proposed various underwater craft and built some that operated with various 
levels of success, killing their builders and crews on more than one 
occasion. A number of projects were launched, some in secrecy, others 
more publicly, leaving behind an unfortunately incomplete record of 
pioneer submarines and submariners. But the rediscovery of Julius Kroehl’s 
Sub Marine Explorer and a slow unraveling of his wartime career, buried in 
the National Archives, suggests that at every step of the way, as the 
Confederates developed both their “torpedoes” and submarines, Kroehl was 
there to develop something to counter them for the Union side. It may well 
be one of the last great untold stories of the Civil War. 


Julius Kroehl was a German-born immigrant who came to America in 
1838. He studied to become an engineer, and in 1845 he won a U.S patent 
for a flange-bending machine for ironwork. In 1856, he was well enough 
established to win a contract from New York City to build a cast-iron “fire 
watch tower” in Manhattan’s Mount Morris (now Marcus Garvey) Park. In 
an age before fire alarm boxes, volunteer fire fighters watched the city from 
towers, ringing a bell to sound the alarm. 


But Kroehl’s real interests lay underwater. At the same time that he was 
engaged in his fire tower project, Kroehl and his business partner, Peter 
Husted, were contracted by the City of New York to remove part of 
Diamond Reef, near Governor’s Island in the East River, as it was a hazard 
to navigation. According to the Scientific American of August 5, 1856, 
“Messrs. Husted & Kroehl” were blasting to remove 6 feet of depth on the 
300-foot reef. “Large tin canisters attached to the lower ends of strong 
pointed stakes, are sunk to rest on the face of the reef, and are discharged 
with a galvanic battery.” It was on this job that Kroehl became interested in 
diving. In 1858, Husted and Kroehl hired a new partner, Van Buren 


Ryerson, who had just built a pressurized diving bell that he called 
Submarine Explorer. Eight years later, Kroehl used the basic principle of 
Ryerson’s bell to build the world’s most sophisticated submarine. 


With the outbreak of Civil War in April 1861, Julius Kroehl was the first 
inventor to write to the U.S. Navy to offer a submarine that could be used to 
enter Southern ports and destroy “obstacles” from below. His “cigar- 
shaped” design was not adopted, as the Union Navy ended up with another 
submarine, courtesy of a daring demonstration by French inventor Brutus 
de Villeroi, who had built a 32-foot submersible and tested it on the 
Delaware River. Chased by the harbor police and captured when it ran 
aground, de Villeroi’s submarine attracted the attention of the press and the 
Navy, which ended up buying it and commissioning it as uss Alligator. 
Never successful and plagued by problems, the tiny craft ended up being 
cast adrift off Cape Hatteras in a storm on April 2, 1863, and was lost. 


Meanwhile, Julius Kroehl, his proposal for a submarine rejected, joined 
the war effort as an expert in underwater explosives. He worked to clear the 
way for the Union assault up the Mississippi River, which the Confederates 
had blocked. On the night of April 10, 1862, “Mr. Kroehl went with a party 
in two boats to make a close reconnaissance of the hulks, rafts and chains 
below the forts. On the strength of his report plans were made by Admiral 
Porter and him for the destruction of the obstructions.” Unfortunately, the 
attempt, made with electrically detonated charges, was “not completely 
successful,” but the Union fleet did successfully navigate the river. 


In recognition of this and other efforts, the Navy promoted Kroehl to 
Acting Volunteer Lieutenant and in January 1863 assigned him to remove 
the Confederate rafts blocking the Yazoo and Red rivers. Just then, Kroehl 
heard that a Confederate “torpedo” had sunk the ironclad gunboat Cairo on 
the Yazoo. Ironically, the commander of Cairo, Thomas Oliver Selfridge, 
had served as captain of the ill-fated submarine Alligator. A colleague 
sarcastically noted that Selfridge “found two torpedoes and removed them 
by placing his vessel over them.” 


A month after the fall of Vicksburg on July 4, 1863, Kroehl was 
discharged with malaria. During his convalescence, he planned a submarine 
that could descend into the water and there, on the bottom, send out a diver 
to disarm torpedoes and set charges of his own, beyond the reach of 
Confederate guns. His submarine would be a perfect counter to the South’s 


own program of underwater warfare. Kroehl needed backers and money to 
build his sub, knowing full well from experience that the Navy would not 
accept plans alone and authorize funds to build an experimental craft. He 
found his backers in the Pacific Pearl Company, which was interested in 
exploiting the pearl beds off Panama. 


“Discovered” by Spanish conquistadors who seized examples from the 
natives of the isthmus in the early sixteenth century, Panama’s pearls had 
been the source of many fortunes in the succeeding centuries. But as divers 
cleaned out the shallower beds, that left only the ones in deeper water. 
Using a submarine was one way to tap into the hitherto inaccessible riches 
in the sea off Panama. Kroehl appealed, doubtless, more to the profit motive 
of his employers than to their patriotism. If the Navy wouldn’t buy the 
submarine, they could always take it to Panama and use it to rake up pearls 
off the seabed. 


Work on the submarine began in early 1864. On June 14, Kroehl wrote 
to the Navy’s Chief of the Bureau of Yards and Docks to press his case: “I 
sent you last week a pamphlet issued by the Pacific Pearl Company, for 
whom I am now building a submarine boat... In the operations against 
some of the rebel forts and harbors I have no doubt the Navy Department 
will require submarine boats, and I think it would be advisable to bring this 
to the attention of the Honorable Gideon Wells, and have the plans 
examined by a proper board.” The following day, he received a reply. The 
plans were interesting, and he should send them to the Secretary of the 
Navy. Kroehl did so, and on June 18, just four days later, was told by 
Secretary Welles to present his plans to W.W. Wood, the Chief Engineer of 
the United States Navy. 


Sitting in a folder in the National Archives is Wood’s meticulous 
eighteen-page report on Kroehl’s submarine, written after he toured the 
vessel as it was being built in New York. Wood also drew up a large plan of 
the submarine—a sheet of paper that rolls out 3 feet—fully one-twelfth of 
the length of the actual craft. Reading the report and perusing the plan, it is 
obvious that the submarine on the beach at Isla San Telmo is the same 
vessel. The chamber on the top, according to Wood, was the “compressed 
air chamber... it has a semi-elliptic form and is built of two shells of best 
boiler iron % inch thick, the different pieces lapping 4 inches are double 
riveted with % inch countersink rivets, and braced with ribs of 34%” x 3” x 


Y%” angle iron and 1 inch braces.” That kind of intricate detail is invaluable 
to an archeologist. 


Wood’s report goes on to explain how a compressor inside the submarine 
was used to build up sufficient pressure to not only clear the upper ballast 
chamber to enable the submarine to rise but also to pressurize the hull to 
allow the unbolting of bottom plates so that the crew could reach into the 
water and harvest pearls—or to serve the purposes of war. This self- 
propelled “lock out” dive chamber—which many historians think is an 
innovation of the twentieth century—was designed and built in 1865. 
Wood’s report concluded by enthusing that “the uses to which a boat... in 
Naval Warfare, would be the removal of submerged obstructions in the 
channels of rivers and harbors. Approaching hostile fleets at anchor and 
destroying them by attaching torpedoes to their bottoms and exploding such 
localities as are commanded and covered by the guns of an enemy. The 
importance of a successful application of the principles involved in such a 
vessel for such purposes are of much importance and can not be too highly 
estimated.” Julius Kroehl couldn’t have said it better himself. It is a glowing 
endorsement, and I wonder what happened. Why didn’t the Navy buy the 
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A section drawing of Sub Marine Explorer from 
the Journal of the American Society of Naval 
Engineers, 1902. James P. Delgado. 


Part of the answer is that the submarine was not yet finished. Another is 
that the war was winding down. Most of the major ports of the South had 
fallen, the Mississippi was secured and the collapse of the Confederacy was 
just a few months away. With the end of the war imminent, the Navy 
Department probably viewed Kroehl’s submarine, brilliant though it was, as 
coming a bit too late. A genius, yes, an engineering breakthrough, yes. But 
the time for such an invention to help “win the war” had passed. 


And so the Union Navy, which had already invested much in the 
unfortunate sub Alligator, declined Kroehl’s offer. But there were still 
pearls to harvest in Panama, and the Pacific Pearl Company used Wood’s 
letter as an endorsement, publishing it in a promotional pamphlet to sell 
stocks in 1865. They mentioned it again in an article in the May 31, 1866, 
edition of the New York Times: 


Yesterday afternoon there was a private trial of the Pacific 
Pearl Company’s Sub Marine Explorer, in the dock foot of 
North third-street, Eastern District... Julius H. Kroehl, 
engineer, with Frederick Michaels, August Getz and John 
Tanner, entered the explorer through her man-hole, which 
being finally dosed and the signal given the boat was 
submerged, and for an hour and a half she traversed the bed 
of the dock. During the submersion the friends of those 
onboard the boat exhibited considerable anxiety for their 
safety, but then at last when she rose to the surface... they 
gave vent to their feelings in repeated cheers. These were 
again and again repeated, when the engineer held up a pail 
of mud which he had gathered at the bottom of the dock, 
showing conclusively the success of the experiment. 


But even if the end of the war had not ended the Navy’s interest in 
submarines, then the failure of its own great wartime experiment, the 
submarine Intelligent Whale, decisively closed the door. After three years of 
work, the shipyard finally launched Intelligent Whale just a month before 
Kroehl’s highly publicized demonstration of Sub Marine Explorer. Unlike 
Kroehl’s boat, Intelligent Whale was not a success, reportedly killing 
dozens of crewmen in various trials and tests. Renamed “Disastrous Jonah” 
by wags, Intelligent Whale ended her days laid up, unused. Thirty-one years 
would pass before the U.S. Navy acquired another submarine, in 1897. 
Another seventeen years would pass until a submarine again sank an enemy 
vessel in wartime, when the German U-21 sent HMs Kent to the bottom of 
the North Sea, an act that heralded the opening of a new and far deadlier 
campaign of submarine warfare and that changed the way war was fought at 
Sea. 


TO PANAMA AND OBLIVION 


After the demonstrations of Kroehl’s submarine, both he and his invention 
left New York. Sometime that fall, or early the following year, the Pacific 
Pearl Company shipped Sub Marine Explorer to the Pacific coast of 
Panama. There, it worked for a while, according to a report published in a 
company prospectus published in or around 1867, and a 1902 article 
reported that at Panama, Sub Marine Explorer “was successfully used, and 
Mr. Kroehl said, the divers employed in the boat enjoyed better health than 
the other divers... The bottom of the boat could be opened or closed as 
desired. When exploring in considerable depths the bottom was closed, to 
save the crew from the heavy pressures.” But at some stage the submarine 
was abandoned, perhaps as early as the fall of 1869. Kroehl was not around 
then. He had died of the “fever” in Panama two years earlier. 


Why there and when? Just off the beach where Explorer now rests is a 
large pearl bed in about 100 feet of water, and it was there that the 
submarine was working in 1869 in the last known contemporary mention in 
print. Perhaps Explorer was left on the beach after something broke, or 
perhaps the pearl bed was fished out. Perhaps, without Julius Kroehl around 
to care for his invention, no one else could. We may never know. Someone 
did try to salvage the wreck at some distant time, because the conning tower 
is wrapped with wire cable, and the tower and the hull around it are slightly 
deformed from torquing from an offshore direction, as if someone had tried 
to pull it off the beach and failed. And some features are missing from the 
submarine—the propeller and the conning tower hatch are gone, stripped 
for salvage. 


Julius Kroehl’s Sub Marine Explorer, now abandoned on a little-known 
island off Panama, was the only successful “Union” Civil War submarine, 
the brainchild of an undersea pioneer whose service in the war was 
relegated, along with his magnificent invention, to the backwaters of 
history. History is often dominated by “what if?” What if Kroehl had 
invented his submarine earlier and sent it into combat against the 
Confederacy? What if, on one of those missions, Sub Marine Explorer had 
sunk, carrying vessel and crew into the honored halls of wartime sacrifice 
like H.I. Hunley? There would have been two Civil War submarines, 
forever linked in history. But events didn’t work that way, and Sub Marine 
Explorer had a more peaceful career, far from home, where the memory of 


her location and identity faded with time, to be resurrected only by chance 
by a vacationing archeologist. 


CONCLUSION 
WHAT?’S NEXT? 


What’s next? It’s a big ocean full of wrecks, and as I write this, The Sea 
Hunters team is planning to return to Chile to dive on the flagship of the 
Chilean Navy, Esmeralda, sunk in combat during the War of the Pacific in 
1879. That war, between Chile and Peru, was a bloody struggle largely 
forgotten by the English-speaking world. It is not forgotten in South 
America. The captain of Esmeralda, Arturo Prat, is buried in a place of 
honor on Valparaiso’s harbor front, and his name lives on many buildings 
and streets. Prat died when his wooden warship was rammed by the 
Peruvian ironclad monitor Huascar. He leapt from the decks of his sinking 
ship onto the prow of Huascar to inspire his men to follow him and try to 
take the Peruvian ship. Instead, he was shot down and died, sword in hand, 
a hero honored by both sides. Esmeralda’s wooden hulk is still intact and 
holds the bones of many of her dead sailors more than a century after the 
battle. 


We will also journey to the coast of Vietnam to explore the history-rich 
waters off the ancient city of Hoi An. Located at the silted mouth of a river, 
Hoi An was a port of the seafaring Cham empire. The Cham, an Indo- 
Asiatic people, were traders who built magnificent cities of brick, which 
rivaled nearby Angkor Wat, up the rivers in the heart of Southeast Asia. The 
Cham empire ultimately fell in the late fifteenth century as a result of 
warfare with the people of Angkor and the rising power of the Da Viet 
people of the North, but Hoi An lived on. In the sixteenth century, Hoi An 
served as Vietnam’s major port. Centuries later, trade shifted to a nearby 
bay just off the port city of Danang. 


As a result of the centuries of trade, storms and warfare, the waters off 
Hoi An and Danang are filled with shipwrecks. Medieval wrecks laden with 
trade goods—mostly pottery—have been discovered by fishermen. 
Unfortunately, some of the wrecks have been salvaged and their artifacts 
sold to feed the voracious international antiquities market. Our trip to 
Vietnam has more than one purpose. We will work on the wrecks of Hoi An 
to find a suitable site for scientific excavation so that its contents and story 


can form the basis of a new maritime museum there. Operated by the 
Vietnamese, the new museum, we hope, will become a centre for 
Vietnamese archeologists to work to study and recover their country’s rich 
underwater heritage, and not let it be taken away and sold. Our partner in 
this new venture is George Belcher, the discoverer of the U.S. brig Somers, 
who has created the Asia Maritime Foundation to fund the museum and the 
training of Vietnamese archeologists. 


Then we’re off to the coast of Normandy, where, in June 1944, the 
greatest amphibious invasion in the history of warfare breached the walls of 
Hitler’s Fortress Europa on D-Day. Colleagues from the U.S. Navy and 
Texas A&M University’s Institute of Nautical Archeology have surveyed 
the wrecks of D-Day’s Omaha beach, site of the American landings. We’ Il 
go there to complete the survey at Juno beach, where Canadian troops 
poured ashore under heavy fire on “the longest day.” Earlier surveys have 
found sunken ships, landing craft and tanks just offshore, and we expect to 
find even more—fallen warriors who never made it to the beach sixty years 
ago, in a battle that literally changed the face of history. All the more 
significant is the fact that in the waters of the English Channel, those 
remnants of battle lie exactly where they fell, on a raw submerged 
landscape of war that is very different from the manicured lawns, 
memorials and museums that commemorate D-Day ashore. 


In the years to come, there will be many more adventures and many 
more encounters with shipwrecks and the relics of the events that shaped 
the world we live in. But as I write, I think of one particular dive with The 
Sea Hunters. We were surveying the depths of Lake Ontario, on the 
Canadian side near Point Petre, a graveyard of ships. It is also the site of a 
1950s Canadian missile range, where the rocket-launched Avro Arrow test 
models we were hunting for had been shot out over the lake. A sonar survey 
of the lake bed by Mike Fletcher’s friend, Dave Gartshore, had discovered a 
rocket and a two-masted wreck. 


The rocket turned out to be the remains of a Canadian-built missile used 
to test launch a Velvet Glove air-to-air missile, the weapon being considered 
for use in the Avro Arrow. This remnant of testing at the Picton range, while 
an indirect link to the Avro Arrow program, was not what we had come 
looking for. Them’s the breaks in sea hunting. Sometimes you find what 
you seek, and sometimes you don’t. 


The unexpected treasure is the shipwreck, which turns out to be a 
completely intact two-masted schooner. She lies nearly upright and the 
masts rise out of the deck to reach for the surface, just like Vrouw Maria’. 
Unlike that fabled Finnish shipwreck, however, this mystery schooner as 
yet has no name. But we can say, based on the equipment and the way it is 
built, that it seems to date to just around 1865, and may have sunk within 
twenty years of its launch. It may even be older, built around 1850 and 
updated, as some of its fittings are from that earlier time. 


The quarterdeck at the stern served as the roof for a small cabin, 
probably the captain’s. The sliding hatch that led below is gone, but looking 
inside, we see the top of a small iron stove and scattered furniture. Close by, 
the ship’s wooden wheel sits waiting for a helmsman. The cargo hatches 
gape open, their wooden covers lying off to one side. The schooner was 
heavily loaded with coal, which indicates that she had loaded the cargo on 
the American side at Oswego, New York, the principal coal port on the lake 
in the mid-nineteenth century. 


A forensic look at this intact wreck tells us even more. This ship sank 
suddenly, probably in a winter storm. Fresh water, driven by the wind, will 
quickly ice up decks, rigging and masts, weighing down a vessel. The 
position of the gaffs, boom and mast hoops suggests that the schooner was 
scudding along the lake on a storm-tossed crossing with very little sail set 
—‘“close reefed” in sailor parlance—and perhaps, in a gale or a snowstorm, 
with very little visibility. The location of the wreck, very close to shore, but 
turned away from it, suggests that the crew suddenly realized that they were 
driving onto shore. Not surprisingly, the rudder is angled sharply to 
starboard, literally stopped in time in the middle of an incomplete turn. 
Experienced mariners would turn about and head back out to deeper water, 
perhaps to drop anchor and ride out the storm. The anchors do look as if the 
crew was in the midst of trying to drop them when the ship sank. The davits 
for the ship’s boat are empty at the stern, indicating the boat may have been 
launched; but, in heavy seas, it was probably carried away. Then schooner 
slipped beneath the waves, leaving the sailors suddenly alone in the cold 
dark water, struggling until their thick clothing and heavy boots pulled them 
under. 


We don’t know the name of this ship or when she sank. Perhaps, based 
on our discoveries, researchers will ultimately learn what it is we found and 


perhaps just what happened. This wreck and its story will not rewrite 
history or enlarge our understanding of the past, but they serve to remind us 
that when we go into tombs, dig in the ground or dive into the sea, what we 
are really seeking is a connection to everyday people whose experiences 
and lives make up the rich fabric of history. That’s why we keep on 
exploring. 
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